ISSUE 


SEE A DIFFERENT GAME 


The WOMEN WHO ROCK 


‘If | could have a superpower,’ 


by BRADY, LeBRON, WIE, the sports world 
SHAQ and YAO | 
Q an The power TOOLS you — 
The relief pitcher who could need in your house — 
KICK 'g ASS | 
anybody's And (oh, yeah) the 
The POWER 0— MOST 
you can’t stop it " 
( POWERFUL 
Marvin Lewis and 7 MAN IN 


Ozzie Guillen play 
POWER BALL 
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We don't like to pat ourselves on the back. So, we're letting an 


2006 Car and Truck of the Year. Never before has one manufacturer 
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honda.com 1-800-33-Honda 
2005 American Honda Motor Co., Inc 


independent authority do it for us. Motor Trend. named Civic and Ridgeline their 


earned both awards in the same year. Okay, maybe a little pat. 
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A linebacker? No, but he’s a 
hitter. It’s Travis Hafner of 


the Indians, and he packs a 
whole lot of pop. 
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Inside the muscle and juice that makes 
the sports world rattle and hum. 
Powered up Brady, LeBron, Wie, 
Shaq, Yao ... and they're talking to you. 
The Power 100 Like ’em or not, it 
was a monster year for the commishes. 
Power lifters The strongest dudes in 
sports. 

Power train Meet the relief pitcher 
who could kick anyone's ass. 

Power plays They can’t be stopped. 
For crying out loud, they can’t be 
contained. 

Power plants All hail the schools 
that pump out the most—and best—pro 
athletes. 

Power tools The stuff you have to 
have to make it in this crazy sports world. 
Power figures Look out! These 
numbers will smack you upside the head. 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


34 NFL PLAYOFF PREVIEW 4KNOWIT ALL 


AFC the Colts are in a new position entering | To Know List It’s the year of 
the postseason: the hunted. That's added the linebacker in the NFL 
pressure for a team already facing emotional and of the superstar in 
turmoil on many levels. By Paul Attner | college football ... and don’t 
forget Tiger, the World Cup 
NEC Rex Grossman, with only seven career | and the Winter Olympics in 
starts, is the X-factor in the NFC. His return will Turin. Get ready for 
give the Bears’ offense a jump-start—maybe all an exhilarating 2006. 
the way to the Super Bowl. By Dan Pompei Caught on the Fly. Plus, 
Starting 5. 
INSIDER Sports Talk with ... Derek 
40 WI NFL Luke, star of the new film 
Glory Road and the movies 
50 Mi NBA Friday Night Lights and 
52 @ COLLEGE BASKETBALL Antwone Fisher. 
} j Al Plus, Your Turn. 


COVER: BY ROBERT SEALE / TSN 59 Mi FANTASY Listen to Sporting News Radio 


itor | + line at radio.sportingnews.com 

Send your editorial comments or complaints ontine at ragio.sportingnews.corr 

to Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings 60 DAVE KINDRED - or on XM Satellite Channel 143. 
: Last week's bizarre story concerning Jeff 


Reardon was preceded by another. Online at SportingNews 
Sth 


To subscribe to the Sporting News call 800-777-6785. 
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The year of the 
linebacker in the NFL 


So, you like hits that separate running backs from their teeth? You enjoy seeing a big 
tight end run into a brick wall of a defender? You like watching huge freaks who 
couldn’t play faster if they rode crotch rockets? 
Well, you're going to love 2006. 
Of course, it all starts with the Bears’ Brian Urlacher and the Ravens’ Ray Lewis. 
But in 2005, the rookie class of linebackers was one of the best in NFL history. 
Taking the next step will be Lofa Tatupu of the Seahawks, Shawne Merriman of the 
Chargers, Odell Thurman of the Bengals, Derrick Johnson of the Chiefs, DeMarcus 
Ware of the Cowboys and Channing Crowder of the Dolphins. 
And that group might be eclipsed by the linebacker class of 2006, which 
includes at least three first-round prospects: Ohio State’s A.J. Hawk, 
lowa’s Chad Greenway and Alabama’s DeMeco Ryans. —Dan Pompei 


% 


Look out, Lewis. You, too, Urlacher. Odell Thurman and a whole 
mess of other stud "backers are on the rise. 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


A prediction with 
conviction 


Tiger Woods is a lock to win at least two of golf's 
majors in 2006. Augusta will be the first victory for the 
man who donned four green jackets before his 30th 
birthday. And though Royal Liverpool is something of an 
enigma (not having played host to the British Open since 
1967) and Winged Foot, the site of the U.S. Open, might be 
a bit too tight and tree-lined for Tiger’s liking, the PGA 
returns to Medinah for the first time since 1999, when 
Woods held off Sergio Garcia for the title. —Reid Spencer 


Barry Bonds might be in the news 
‘more for what he does on the field this 
pyear. Nah. But he is in line to make 
baseball history. 
| Sometime in April, the Giants’ 
controversial slugger should pass Babe 
Ruth for second on the all-time home 
run list; Bonds comes into 2006 with 708 
7 Seg lifetime homers, just six behind Ruth. 
‘Don’t even think Depending on how his gimpy knee holds 
about winning up, Bonds might be able to surpass 
another of these, . Hank Aaron's 755 late in the summer. By 
Philly boy.’ ‘ mu. then, you'll be tired of hearing the word 
' } sasterisk. —Tom Gatto 


vs. Manning 


For one weekend in the 2006 NFL 
season, Archie Manning won't have to 
choose between Sunday destinations. 
Peyton and Eli will be on the same field when 
the Colts travel to Giants Stadium. Watch for the 
date when the NFL releases its schedule in April. 


DAVID J. PHILLIP / AP 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN (2) 
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It should be a 
Heisman race 
for the ages 


Bush, Young, Leinart, oh, my! You 
think 2005 was the year of the superstar 
in college football? Catch your breath 
because the game’s biggest stars of 2006 
will shine even brighter. 

Texas quarterback Vince Young will be 
better, if you can imagine that. Notre 
Dame stud quarterback Brady Quinn will 
have the Irish publicity machine—and 


| during the Winter 
Charlie Weis’ offense—working magic for There will be i i 
him. And Oklahoma tallback/freak rere countless Olympics in ltaly de 


Peterson will be playing for NFL money. stories of a g i f : @ February 12-25—men’s alpine 
Speaking of the 2007 draft, don't be man ed | : ~ skiing. American Bode Miller says 
surprised if Young, Quinn and Peterson he’s uncomfortable with media 
all are top five picks. —Vatt Hayes attention and the focus on medal 
counts. He’ll be in the middle of both 
in Turin. 

®@ February 23—women’s figure 
skating free skate. It’s the 
cornerstone of Winter Games TV, but 
real men don’t watch figure skating, 
right? Here’s what they'll miss: With 
new rules, these athletes will have to 


ALESSANDRO TROVATI / AP 


What to watch for 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


Big men on campus 


One NBA general manager’s voice 
gets wistful as he discusses Ohio 


) —Super Bowl (Detroit) 


State-bound Greg Oden, a versatile 7-footer from Final take more risks’and go for bigger 
an aes y A nA au eee ie zoom him Four/championship jumps, making the competition less 
tomorrow.” game (Indianapolis) about graceful arm gestures. 


@ February 26—gold medal game, 
men’s ice hockey. You won’t see 
these players care this much again 
until April. —Kara Yorio 


The NBA's search for size has turned college 
basketball into a 
guard’s game, but 
upping the NBA's age 
minimum to 19 will 
change that. More 
schools will be able to 
find their man in the vy —Final race of 
middle, and NBA + the Chase (Homestead) 
teams will take fewer 
long-shot gambles on 
players who need 
college experience. 
—Sean Deveney 


—NBA Finals begin 


—World Series begins 


MURAD SEZER / AP 


... and the World 
Cup in Germany 


® Brazil is so loaded, it probably 
won't be able to accommodate all its 
elite goal scorers when play opens 
June 9. Ronaldo, the hero in 2002, is 
trying to hold his position, leaving 
young Adriano and Robinho to fight 
it out to join him. 

§& The United States might escape 
its loaded group (Italy, Ghana and the 
Czech Republic) only to be rewarded 
with an elimination game against 
Brazil. Hooray. 

@ The great Zinedine Zidane 
almost certainly will be making his 
last World Cup appearance for 
France. —Mike DeCourcy 


—BCS 
championship game 


They’re two of a kind ... 
well, if you don’t count 


=== Junior vs. Jeff—it’s no contest their driving skills. 


Dale Earnhardt Jr. and Jeff Gordon 
both must make the Chase for the 

NASCAR Nextel Cup this season to silence their 
critics. Only one of them will. Besides being more 
talented, Gordon has much less to come back 
from. He had good cars occasionally and bad luck 
weekly last year. Earnhardt’s cars never were any 
good. 

Hendrick Motorsports is run like a Fortune 500 
company, and DEI more often resembles a 
mom and pop operation. If it’s true you're only as 
good as the people around you, Gordon wins hands down. Gordon will make the Chase; Earnhardt Jr. 
will not. —Matt Crossman 


HAROLD HINSON FOR TSN 
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There was a whole lot of hullabaloo about a ball dropping in New York last weekend, 


/ITALLKNOW!TALLKNOWITAL 


and what was weird was that it took place about 13 hours before the Jets-Bills kickoff. 


Shooting the Bull 
Rumors gust in Windy City 


Just last season, Bulls rookie Ben Gordon 
was a shooting star, but now he’s shooting 
down rumors that he wants to be traded. 
Typical of how the fvted season ‘has Per 
going, ‘ i iS DeE i 10 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


A Rocket, a baby 
(and no, this isn’t 
about Roger Clemens) 


The Rockets blew a lead 
and lost a game to the Jazz 
after Tracy McGrady had to 
leave at halftime for the birth 
of his son, Laymen Lamar, 
who checked in at a healthy 
7 pounds, 5 ounces. Though 
that news obviously is great 
for McGrady and his family, it 
was somewhat puzzling t to 
Rockets fans, e 
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REPORT: Rice swears he won't 
copy a Chad Johnson TD dance 


Jerry Rice is back in the spotlight again, 
this time as the featured attraction on the 
return of Dancing with the Stars this week on 
ABC. Apparently, Rice is taking this venture 
quite seriously because he asked Bill Walsh 
to choreograph his first 15 steps. 


BOSS BEFORE COUNTRY 


used to 
dream of having 


: 4 Reggie Bush in 


= your backfield? 


The Yankees reportedly 
were very pleased 
Hideki Matsul told 
Japanese officials he 
wouldn’t compete in 
the World Baseball 
Classic. For one 
thing, team officials 
were fearful he would 
get hurt. For another, 
they think Matsui has 
enough on his plate by 


trying to help just 
one All-Star team 
to not win a 
championship. 


LKNOWITALLIKN: 


JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


STARTING 


Stopping 

traffic. Tony 

Parker and 
Eva Longoria were 
pulled over and 
apparently thought 
they could get away 
with mouthing off to 
the cops. Wait until 
Jack Roush finds out. 


Motor City 

Madhouse. 

When | was 
growing up in 
Detroit, a popular 
T-shirt proclaimed, 
“Detroit, where the 
weak are killed and 
eaten.” With the 
Super Bowl coming 
up, | want to say that 
T-shirt is not true. 
Not since the Atkins 
craze died out. 


Zzzzz. \n 

honor of the 

departure of 
MNF from ABC, you 
should stop reading 
after the first half of 
this joke. 


On ice. 

NASCAR 

technology is 
making U.S. 
bobsleds faster. The 
funny thing is 
watching the French 
judge try to sneak on 
restrictor plates. 


Gentlemen, 

“Testing 
at Daytona” is 
NASCAR's equivalent 
of “pitchers and 
catchers report” and 
“its an interception 
by Favre.” 

—Matt Crossman 
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Don’t miss the big game. 
And we do mean BIG. 


This is the projector that makes every seat in the house the best seat in the house. But with 
gigantic, in-your-face action like this, how long will you be in your seat anyway? 


For more information visit www.infocus.com/SP5000 | Fi 
or call (888) 282-PLAY n OosuUs 


The Big Picture 

, Abt ‘ VAUTHORITY NePrrnigure Mart amazoncom 
Available at: CRUTCHFIELD = 

www.crutchfield.com www.circuitcity.com www.abtelectronics.com www.tvauthority.com www.nfm.com www.amazon.com 


*After mail-in rebate. Good thru 12/31/05 


©2005 InFocus Corporation. All rights reserved. InFocus SP5000 is a registered trademark of InFocus Corporation. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners in this and any other country. 
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be B] 7 ' e of the Sportinc News: 
We’re happy as pigs in slop. the eight best 
= teams, two blissful days of games—there aren’t many things 
5 better on the sports calendar than the second weekend of the 
= NFL playoffs. Will Shaun Alexander and the Seahawks run the 
| ball down the throats of whoever comes their way? Can the 
5 Bears’ no-name offense hang in January? Are the Broncos the 
Es real class of the AFC? Or would that be the Colts, who will be a 
. month removed from their last championship-caliber 
In Glory Road, opening performance? You know us—we'll figure all that stuff out for you. 
in theaters January 13, @ Pat Riley hasn't been a champion in a lot of years—what 
Luke plays Texas Western will it take for him to change that now that he’s coaching again? 
star Bobby Joe Hill. ; One thing's for sure: Riley is a much different coach—-and man— 
; TSN: So did you have to go through than he was during his previous stint on the Heat bench. 
TSN: Athletes get discovered on basketball boot camp for the movie? 
playgrounds. You got discovered selling LUKE: Tim Floyd coached us, and the 
candy in a store on the Sony lot. real Coach Haskins and Pat Riley stopped 
LUKE: | had auditioned (for the lead in by. All of them added an element to the 
Antwone Fisher). Denzel Washington walks movie. | think we had 99 plays to learn. 
up to me outside the store and says, “Hey. The average game took two or three days, 
Antwone. I'm talking to you. I’m hiring you.” 12 to 15 hours, to shoot. So ... we played. 
| cried, and | cried, and | cried, and | cried. TSN: You probably hate basketball now. 
TSN: You grew up in Jersey City, home LUKE: Yes! I'm like, “Get that thing out | 
of a famous high school basketball team, of my face!” 
St. Anthony's. Did you follow them growing TSN: Was it a blow to your manhood to 
up? play a guy named Boobie (in Friday Night 
LUKE: No, | just heard that was the Lights)? 
school to go to. When it came to sports, LUKE: Not until people started 
the only thing Jersey was known for was translating it. We were in Australia, and 
St. Anthony's and the Hurleys. It was sort they were like, “We have Derek Luke here. 
of a myth. You never saw them. You were He played ... Boobies.” | said, “No, his 
like, “How can a Hurley come out of these name was Boo-bie.” And they were like, sin z 
streets?” “Yeah! Let’s hear it for Boobies!” People , eS ~ 
TSN: Did you play sports growing up? were measuring cups and the whole nine. Is a title within reach 2 
LUKE: | played video games. —Tricia Garner hi! paced sae and Ee 
the Broncos? 2 


| have no respect for you, Johnny 


TURN 


@ First it was Wade Boggs. 
Then Roger Clemens, Mo 
Vaughn, Pedro Martinez and 
Johnny Damon. And Manny 
Ramirez wants out, too! My 
beloved Red Sox had better 
wake up fast and realize 
that you have to treat your 
star players with respect or 
it will be another 86 years 
before you win a World 
Series. —Chris Monko, 
Dunmore, Pa. 


@ | think Eli Manning 
made the decision a 
winner makes (TSN, 
December 23). Sure, 
playing ball in New York 
puts you under an 
unforgiving microscope, 
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Damon. —Aarian Wilairat, Baltimore 


but, as Joe Buck said, the 
world is Eli’s oyster if he 
does it right. A champion 
wants that kind of 
challenge. —Danie! Schrader, 
Albuquerque, N.M. 


@ Paul Attner badly 
underestimates the talent 
of Lions quarterback Joey 
Harrington by ranking him 
near the bottom of the 
league (TSN, December 
30). Unlike most thriving 
first-round quarterbacks, 
Harrington was tossed into 
a situation with an inept 
general manager and an 
inexperienced coaching 
staff. —Mike Wester, Mount 
Prospect, Ill. 


@ Somebody please check 
Chris Paul's temperature. He 
cannot be a real NBA player. 
Thanks for a great article 
(TSN, December 23). 1 ama 
UNC man, but | now have a 
new favorite NBA player. 
—Jimmy Cooper, 
Martinsville, Va. 


@ Kyle Veltrop says Notre 
Dame has nothing to 
apologize for by being in a 
BCS bowl and lists its 
schedule as a positive 
(TSN, December 23). No 
team got more run out of a 
loss than Notre Dame. Its 
schedule was extremely 
weak. —David Wilson, 
Findlay, Ohio 


Send letters to 10176 Corporate Square Drive, Suite 200, 
St. Louis, MO 63132, or to yourturn @ sportingnews.com. 


ALL 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


10 


Sporting News 


10am PT 


Le) 
os 
~_ 
os 
= 
& 
= 


S 
S 


- 1pm ET / 6am 
Also on XM Radi 


Weekdays 9am 


%, of body or min 
. (and sometimes 
both), 


— 
TAY. hen 


31" rattle and 


ee ete «rock the 
; sports world: 


£ 


°F 


: ae 
a 


Illustration for TSN by RJ. Shay 


POWERED UP 


They're five of the most influential athletes in 
sports (what is it about those NBA gu 
listen closely ... if you know what's goo 


TOM BRADY 


What does power mean to you? 
Being strong enough to get what you want and 
smart enough to know the best way to attain it 
peacefully. 
Who is in your all-time power top five? 
Michael Jordan, Donald Trump, Jesus Christ, 
Bill Belichick and Tom Brady Sr. 
’ If you could have a superpower, what 
. ‘ would it be? 
i The ability to read minds. 
; Who has been the most powerful person in 
as your life? 

My parents and my friends. 
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What does power mean to you? 

I've never put it in perspective. I’ve never thought | had power. 
I've always wanted to be the same to everybody. 

Do you use your power for good or for evil? 

Power can be good or bad. You have a guy like Saddam Hussein, 
who had power, but it was evil. You had a guy like Bill Clinton, 
but it was good. Being able to help people after Hurricane 
Katrina was a good thing. 


If you could have a superpower, what would it be? 
To fly. | do that now, but | need a little more. 

Who has been the most powerful person in your life? 
My mother, Gloria James, hands down. 

What kind of workouts are you into to enhance your 
physical power? 

Sleep. | enhance my powers by sleeping. 
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SHAQUILLE O’NEAL 


What does power mean to you? 
Being able to change a situation with a phone 
call or with a look. 

Do you use your power for good or for evil? 
Good. 

Who is in your all-time power top five? 
Pat Riley. Jerry West. Phil Jackson. (Magic owner) 
Dick DeVos. And when | get my team, me. 

If you could have a superpower, what 
would it be? 

Being able to blink and instantly transport 
myself from one place to another. 

What has been your biggest power play 
off the court? 

Using my looks to get free stuff. 

Who has been the most powerful person 
in your life? 

There's three of them: sheriff Mike Brown 
(Bedford County, Va.), chief Ron Boyd (Port of 
Los Angeles) and chief Don DeLucca (Miami 
Beach). 

What kind of workouts are you into to 
enhance your physical power? 

Playing with my kids. 


TSN's POWER ISSUE 


YAO MING 


What does power mean to you? 

Power can be natural. Power for me is a gift. 

Do you use your power for good or for evil? 

If you ask this question, nobody will say for evil—not even evil people. 

Who is in your all-time power top five? 

Chairman Mao. Zhou Enlai. Deng Xiaoping. And David Stern. 

If you could have a superpower, what would it be? 

You mean like Spider-Man? To be sneaky. To be able to hide. Nobody could see me. 

What’s your all-time greatest power play? 

| think at the Olympics, after the first game. | said something crazy. (Yao accused his 

teammates of giving up late in China’s 83-58 loss to Spain in 2004.) When you get beat 

like that, you will feel really, really bad and say something you should not say. Maybe | 

should have gone back to the locker room and talked to the players and not talked to 

(reporters). But at the end, we made it to the medal round, so everything turned out good. 

If we had failed, people could have said that because of Yao, the team did not stay together. 

| think | used my power. Because we had success, | can give this answer today. 

Who is the most powerful person in your life? 

My mom, | think. When | was young, | can’t say she forced me, but she pointed me to the 

right position. | remember | made a big mistake when | was a child. | don’t want to say what 
ps my mistake was. It was really bad. My mom let that happen. Then, teachers came to the 

house and said some things. My mom said, “You made the decision; you take responsibility.” 
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MICHELLE WIE 


What does power mean to you? 

Power is a necessary ingredient to the game of golf. 
However, other equally important ingredients are 
flexibility, control, feel, tournament experience and 
course management skills. 

If you could have a superpower, what would it be? 
| would like to have the power to cure cancer and help 
get rid of hunger and poverty in the world. 

Who is in your all-time power top five? 

The office of the president and Johnny Depp. 

What kind of workouts are you into to enhance 
your physical power? 

| have been working on strengthening my upper body. | 
work out four times a week for one hour each time. 
Who has been the most powerful person in your 
life? 

My parents. 

What has been your biggest power play off the 
course? 

Associating with Mr. Phil Knight (Nike) and Sir Howard 
Stringer (Sony) before my 16th birthday and meeting 
President Clinton and presenting him with a check in the 
amount of $500,000 for the Bush-Clinton Katrina fund. 
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Forget the union chiefs and 
TV suits. In 2005, the guys 
at the top of the league 

org charts were, indeed, 
numero uno 

By Stuart Miller 


s professional sports have 
become increasingly lucrative 
and exponentially more 
complex—with issues such as 
global expansion, league-run 
networks and websites, 
revenue sharing and 
convoluted labor 
negotiations—the deputy 
commissioners, the No. 2s and No. 
3s, have been crowding their way 
higher and higher onto the Sporting 
News Power 100. But let there be no 
doubt about it, these leagues are not 
run as bullpens-by-committee. The Big 
Boss remains numero uno, the face of the 
sport, the moving force behind the most 
important deals and decisions. And in 
many ways, 2005 exemplified this trend. 
Call it the “Year of the Commissioner.” 

When you consider the challenges 
commissioners faced heading into "05, it 
wasn’t a given that it would be a season in the 
sun. And it’s not as if these guys were able to 
snap their fingers and have their wishes 
turned into commands—just ask Paul 
Tagliabue how the NFL's revenue-sharing and 
labor negotiations are going—but their 
victories, beginning with a truckload of 
big-money rights deals, were numerous and 
significant and will have long-term impact. 

As head of a family-run business, NASCAR’s 
Brian France has more freedom than 
traditional commissioners. And although he 
didn’t do anything as revolutionary in '05 as 
his implementation of the Chase for the Nextel 
Cup in ’04, he continued expanding NASCAR's 
presence with a points race in Mexico, 
changed the rules specifically to clamp down 
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Year of the 
ommissioner 


on owner Jack Roush’s reach and listened to 
the pitches of several cities hoping to land the 
NASCAR Hall of Fame. 

Tagliabue only wishes he had such power 
over owners, but despite his failure on the 
revenue-sharing and labor fronts, he remains 
an undeniable force because the NFL is so 
exceedingly popular. He once again parlayed 
that popularity into extremely lucrative TV 
deals and sponsorship packages. Tagliabue 
had numerous smaller successes, too, such as 
working behind the scenes to get the Giants 
and Jets to resolve their stadium fight. 

At the opposite end, in the most minor of 
major sports, Gary Bettman revived hockey in 
05, demonstrating power through 
stubbornness and a hard-line stand. With a 
revolutionary labor deal, Bettman has fans 
focusing on hockey’s shining young talent and 
radical rules changes that are jazzing up the 


game. But he still needs to prove his TV 
deals—a time-buy with NBC and a cash-cow 
deal with OLN, a network no one has heard 
of—aren't follies. 

Bud Selig also engineered an impressive 
turnaround in ‘05, relying on a savvy use of 
leverage for his power. Buffeted by the 
steroids scandal, which he had largely brought 
on by ignoring the issue for years, he deftly 
reframed the conversation and capitalized on 
Congress’ threat of regulatory involvement by 
prodding union boss Donald Fehr into 
utter capitulation on testing issues. Selig 
also finally completed his ambitious 
foray into the international scene, with 
the innovative World Baseball Classic, 
which debuts in March. Even 
MLB’s embarrassingly endless 
ownership of the Washington 
Nationals seems to be a case of 
inexplicable inertia, not a power 
outage—the qualified groups 
lining up actually testify to the 
power Selig will wield if he ever 
makes up his mind. 

NBA commissioner David Stern also 
used outside forces to his advantage— 
leveraging the crippling NHL shutdown 
to pressure the basketball players union 
and his owners to move to the middle. 
Though Bettman lost a season to get the deal 
he wanted, Stern fashioned compromises to 
get the changes he wanted—rules that give 
him increasing control over the image of 
the NBA player. 

Right or wrong, he imposed a minimum 
age (he settled for 19 instead of 20), 
increased drug testing and required more 
player appearances and mandatory media 
training. The league also launched a $100 
million charitable NBA CARES campaign, 
warned coaches and players to cut down 
on arguing and fighting (technical fouls are 
down, and those who break the rules have faced 
more frequent and higher fines) and, of course, 
Stern notoriously shoved an on- and off-court 
dress code down the players’ throats. The 
result? Though there has been plenty of carping, 
Stern's target audience is pleased as the growth 
in sponsorship revenue over last year proves. 

The visions of 2005 may or may not be 
long-lasting or even beneficial—hockey may 
not regain fiscal stability, the mainstreaming of 
NASCAR may alienate its base and one crucial 
injury during the World Baseball Classic could 
doom it. Yet there’s no doubt how much the 
commissioners influenced the sports we watch 
and love. These men can congratulate each 
other on a year well done, but they had better 
keep it short ... 2006 brings a whole new series 
of challenges. TSN 
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Because 
commercials 
are shoe biz 
B® Nancy 
Monsarrat, 
director of U.S. 
advertising, 
Nike, Inc. 


candidate 


Agents of change 
Bill Duffy 
@ David Dunn 


Welcome back 
to the front 
office wars 

@ Sandy 
Alderson, CEO 
and part owner, 
San Diego Padres 


Obligatory biennial 
Olympics presence 


president, International 


Power pol in the making 
@ Heath Shuler, failed pro 
QB turned congressional 


@ Randy and Alan Hendricks 


THE POWER 100 


1. David Stern, commissioner, NBA 

2. George Bodenheimer, president, ESPN and ABC Sports; co-chair Disney 
Media Networks 

3. Paul Tagliabue, commissioner, NFL 

4. Bud Selig, commissioner, Major League Baseball 

5. Brian France, chairman and CEO, NASCAR 

6. Gary Bettman, commissioner, NHL 

7. Dick Ebersol, chairman, NBC suvereel Spore and 

8. peat} McManus, preside’ B 

airman, FOX Share vieaiteHt aa coo, “Directv 

10. ae Roberts, chairman and CEO, Comcast 

11. Ted Forstmann, chairman, IMG 

12. Gene Upshaw, executive director, NFLPA 

13. August Busch IV, president, and Tony Ponturo, V.P of global 
media and sports marketing, Anheuser-Busch, Inc. 

14. Phil Knight, chairman, Nike, Inc. 

15. John Skipper, executive V.P of content, ESPN 

16. Adam Silver, presumed-to-be deputy commissione 
currently president and COO, NBA Entertainment 

17. Bill Daly, executive V.R and chief legal officer, NHL 

18, Roger Goodell, executive V.P and COO NFI 


JOE CAVARETTA / AP 


Also jumping through hoops 
@ Mark Bartelstein, alleged 
client-poaching agent 

@R.C. Buford, G.M., and Gregg 
Popovich, coach, San Antonio 
Spurs 


ANHEUSER-BUSCH 


CHRIS CARLSON / AP 


mJeanie Buss and Phil Jackson, 
Los Angeles 

Lakers twosome 
@ Mark Cuban, 


20. Ed Goren, president and executive prodiicer, FOX Sports 

21. Steve Bornstein, president and CEO, NFL Network; executive V.P. 
media, NFL 

22. David Levy, president, Turner Sports; president, Turner 


Entertainment ad sales and marketing Se 
23. Erich Stamminger, executive board member responsible for North owner 
Amaia and global marketing, Adidas; CEO, Adidas America w Heidi 
e hna-McCain and Jim Bunning and U.S. Rep. Tom Davis, Ueberroth 
congressional steroids enforcers world ie. 
ell*president, Comcast Programming Neal iahat (OF 


B. Jack Roush, owner and CEO, Roush Racing, NASCAR 
27. Tiger Woods, golfer 

28. Bob DuPuy, president and COO, Major League Baseball 
. 29. Tim Finchem, commissioner, PGA 

30. Mark Schweitzer, chief marketing officer, Sprint Nextel 
31. Pat Bowlen, owner, Denver Broncos; chair of the NFL Broadcast Committee 
and member of other NFL committees 


the NBA 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


Hockey’s back, baby! 
32. Colin Campbell, executive V.P and director of hockey operations 2 aa Walkom : 
33. Tony Petitti, executive Reand_executive producer, CBS Sports dnecnr et officiating NHL 
34. George Pyne, COO}.NA : 


35. Tim Brosnan, executivé'V:P’for business, MLB 
36. Brendan Shanahan, forward, Detroit Red Wings; competition co 
leader and rules summit organizer, NHL When you can’t tell the 

37. Russ Granik, outgoing deputy commissioner and COO, NBA __ drivers without TV 

8. Omar Minaya, general manager, New York Mets gal m Paul Brooks, senior V.P, 

39> George Snes unhappy owner, New York Yankees s : NASCAR; president, 
40. Jose Ga author NASCAR Broadcasting 
41. Arn Telle Pe) and NASCAR Digital 
42. Ken Schanzérpprésident, NBC Sports Entertainment 


43. Tony Vinciquerra, president and CEO, FOX Networks Group 
44. Robert Kraft, owner, New England Patriots 
45. Yao nae center, Houston Rockets 


47. Pat Riléy;coa 


49. Larry Lucchino, presidé 
50. Trevor Linden, presiden : 
51. Rob Manfred, drug deal 


negotiator, MLB 
Because there aren’t enough 52. Sean Bratches, executive V.P 


ESPN and FOX mentions Re 
@ Peter Gammons, baseball sales atid hee ESPN) 


DENIS POROY / AP 


And while we’re 
talking winter 
sports unions 
@ Antonio Davis, 
president, NBPA 
@ Michael Curry, 
former president, 
NBPA 


rumormonger, ESPN 
B Larry Jones, COO, FOX Sports 
@ Bill Simmons, The Sports Guy, ESPN 
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But if you prefer 
different bubbles ... 

w Chuck Fruit, former chief 
marketing officer, Coca-Cola; 
currently senior marketing 
adviser for Coca-Cola 


Net assets 

@ Arlen Kantarian, chief 
executive of pro tennis, USTA 
@ Larry Scott, chairman and 


@ Paul Konerko, 
first baseman, 
Chicago White Sox 
@ Sidney Crosby, 
center, Pittsburgh Penguins 
w@ Maria Sharapova, 
tennis player 
w Sheryl 
Swoopes, 
forward, 
Houston Comets 
m Dwyane Wade, 
guard, Miami Heat 
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Because every sports network 
has its buyers and sellers 

@ Craig Thompson, commissioner, 
Mountain West Conference 

@ Steve Greenberg, managing 
director, Allen & Co. 
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53. Charlie Weis, football coach, Notre Dame 

4. Lance Armstrong, seven-time Tour de France winner and big-time 
inspiration 
55. John Galloway, V.P. of sports and media 
56. Scott Boras, agent 
57. Tom Fox, senior V.P of sports marketing, Gatorade 
58. Jim Delany, commissioner, Big Ten 


Pepsi-Cola North America 


59. Micky Arison, owner, Miami Heat; chairman of the board of governors, NBA 


60. Ed Horne, president, NHL Enterprises 

61. Ozzie Guillen, manager, Chicago White Sox 

62. Bob Thompson, president, and Randy Freer, COO, FOX Sports Networks 

63. Myles Brand, president, NCAA 

64. Tom Brady, quarterback, New England Patriots 

65. Lesa France Kennedy, president, International Speedway Corp. 

66. Jeff Pash, executive V.P. and chief administrative officer-counse 

67. Norby Williamson, executive V.P, remote and studio production, 

68. Jack Williams, president and CEO, Comcast SportsNet 

69. Shaquille O’Neal, center, Miami Heat 

70. Doug Perlman, senior V.P of television and media 
ventures, NHL 

71. Billy Hunter, executive director, NBPA 

72. Tony Hawk, action sports entrepreneur 

73. Jeff Gordon, NASCAR Nextel Cup driver 

74. Tim Duncan, forward, San Antonio Spurs 

75. Jerry Richardson, owner and founder, Carolina Panthers 

76. Arte Moreno, owner, Los Angeles Angels of Anaheim 

77. Bruton Smith, chairman and CEO, Speedway 
Motorsports Inc. 

78. LeBron James, forward, Cleveland Cavaliers 

79. Tracy Dolgin, president and CEO, YES Network 

80. Sonny Vaccaro, director of grassroots basketball, Reebok 

81. Matt Leinart, quarterback, University of Southern California 

82. Archie Manning, sire extraordinaire 

83. Stu Jackson, senior V.P, basketball operations, NBA 

84. Joe Paterno, football coach, Penn State 

85. Joel Litvin, executive V.P, legal and business affairs, NBA 

86. Tom Condon, president, IMG Football 


87. Rich McKay, president and G.M., Atlanta Falcons; co-chair, NFL competiti 


committee 
88. Larry Brown, coach, New York Knicks 
89. Bob Bowman, president and CEO, MLB Advanced 
90. Chuck Pagano, executive V.P, technology, ESPN 
91. Jer managing director, 


asta men’s senior national tea 

USA Basketball; cama Pens uns 

92. Al Michaels and John Madden, Much-courted NFL announcers 
93. Michelle weg 

94. Ted Saskin, executive director, NHLPA 


95. Mike Krzyzewski, basketball coach, Duke University; head coach, 
USA Basketball 

96. Stephen A. Smith, outspoken star, ESPN 

97. Roger Clemens, erstwhile hometown hero 

98. Dave and Dana Pump, college hoops power brokers, Double Pump 

99. Donna Orender, president, WNBA 

100. Brian Bedol, CEO and co-founde| 


No. 101 


Sports blogs: Sports radio of the 21st century. 
Don't believe us? Go to sportingnews.com. 


THE ALL-NEW 


FUSION 


fordvehicles.com 


Because it is the national 
pastime (and, no, we don’t 
mean baseball) 

@ Joe Browne, executive V.P. of 
communications and public 
affairs, NFL 

@ Harold Henderson, 
head of labor 
relations, NFL 
w Dan Rooney, 
owner, Pittsburgh 
Steelers 

w Daniel Snyder, 
owner, Washington 
Redskins 
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And while we’re in Arizona 
mw Jeff Moorad, general partner, 
Arizona Diamondbacks 


Nine more to watch 


m Lou Piniella, Yankees manager-in-waiting 
w Stuart Sternberg, owner and breath of 
fresh air, Tampa Bay Devil Rays 

w Bob LaMonte, coaches’ super agent 

@ Salil Mehta, executive V.P, ESPN 
Enterprises 

@ Brian Gray, senior V.P and general 
manager, FOXSports.com 

@ Gavin Harvey, president, OLN 

@ Rob Langstaff, new president of Adidas 
America 

@ Katie Lacey, senior V.P. of marketing, 
ESPN 

w Barry Bonds, future home run king (sigh) 


They’re 35 or younger— 
and they’ve got serious juice 


Sometimes, being young and smart just plain beats the hell out of being, 
shall we say, only more experienced. As in the cases of... 


Baseball’s front Daniels this: He’s an the best-managed team in the NBA, 
office whiz kids. - impressive guy with if not all of sports. What better place 
Andrew Friedman a future way beyond to learn the ropes? 

(29), Tampa Bay; covering receivers. Ron Wechsler, 35, senior 
Jon Daniels (28), Mike Mulvihill, director of development, ESPN 
Texas; Ben 33, V.P. of Original Entertainment. If it gets 
Cherington (31) and research and greenlighted at ESPN OE, then you 
Jed Hoyer (32), programming can be sure it’s going to be seen by a 
Boston; and Josh strategy, FOX lot of eyeballs, if for no other reason 
Byrnes (35), = Sports. He than the marketing muscle that 
Arizona. Theo z provides research backs ESPN's original shows. 
Epstein paved the é ld 2 and analysis on all Maverick Carter, Rich Paul, 
way for a major tives Sof the programming and Randy Mims, management 
league youth on FOX Sports, not team for LeBron James. Including 
movement in front offices across the to mention the sports programming himself in the group, LeBron calls the 
sport. FOX is interested in acquiring (which, longtime friends “the four horsemen,” 
David Berson, given Rupert Murdoch’s appetite, and the team is aptly named “Four 
33, senior V.P., usually is considerable). Horsemen Management.” Carter, a 
program planning Sam Presti, 30, assistant former high school teammate, leads 
and development, G.M., San Antonio Spurs. We'll the non-basketball-playing trio of 
ESPN. He's the connect the dots for you: He works twentysomethings who serve as 
kind of sharp young for R.C. Buford, and the Spurs are LeBron’s entourage and manage, 
z visionary who has 
& made the 


Worldwide Leader 
in Sports the worldwide leader in 
sports, 

Scott O'Neil, 35, senior V.P., 
marketing and team business 
operations, NBA. He heads the 
division that deals directly with 
teams, supports team marketing and 
shares the best ideas among all 30 
franchises. 

Troy Vincent, 34, president, 
NFLPA. Spend any amount of time 
with him off the field, and you realize 
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BABES IN 
TOYLAND 


Bush fa.> 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


They're fresh-faced and 
monstrously talented—think of 
‘em as one-man (or one-woman) 
marketing machines—and a long 
way from 30: 

@ Reggie Bush, Heisman-winning 
Trojan and coveted NFL prospect 
@ Carl Edwards, his dimpled 
smile can make any woman a 
NASCAR fan 

@ Alexander Ovechkin, Russian 
for “Crosby"—the 
NHL is counting 
on it 

@ Danica 
Patrick, 
a/the 
reason to Mn 
watch the 


RL patrick @ FAR 


» JEFF ROBERSON / AP 


among other things, his endorsement 
deals, which add up to nine figures. 

Eric DeCosta, 34, Baltimore 
Ravens director of college 
scouting. He has been heavily 
involved in many of the team’s great 
draft choices. DeCosta is smart and 
a good communicator. He'll be a 
G.M.—it’s just a matter of which team 
will make the move. 

Chris Rose, 34, host, Best Damn 
Sports Show Period, FOX Sports 
Net. He's the face of Best Damn and a 
primary writer on the show, plus he’s 
involved in everything from boxing to 
FOX NFL Sunday to poker. 

Tanya Van Court, 33, V.P. and 
general manager, ESPN 
Broadband and Interactive 
Television. The sports net's next 
big plays will be in 
on-demand and 
mobile applications 
(picture 
SportsCenter on 
your mobile 
phone), which puts 
her at the forefront 
of the Next Big 
Thing. —S.M. Van Court 
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LIFTERS 


They're big and strong. 


Wait, make that huge and massively strong. 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


6-3, 325 
34 years old 
Dallas Cowboys 


The Pro Bowl guard takes his 
offseason workout routine so seriously 
that it almost cost him his job. When 
Bill Parcells arrived three seasons ago, 
he implemented a rigorous offseason 
routine based on clean-and-jerks, 
designed to enhance power and 
explosiveness. But Allen built his career 
around the old-fashioned bench press; 
his max is 705 pounds (he can squat 
850). The philosophies clashed, and 
Parcells considered trading Allen. 
Finally, a compromise: Allen could call 
the shots on his lifting if he adhered to 
the Cowboys’ stringent running program. 

“During the offseason, | lift four or 
five days a week for more than two 
hours,’ he says. “I am much stronger 
now than when | came into the league 
because I've learned so much about 
lifting.” 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 
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6-3, 240 
28 years old 
Cleveland Indians 


“He simply can overpower the 
ball,” one big-league scout says. 
Another calls Hafner the strongest 
player in the game. That's right, 
stronger than Barry. A wrist injury a 
few years ago led to surgery, which 
led Hafner to scale down his lifting 
routine. “But | still lift’ he says, 
“just not as often—and with lighter 
weights.” He does a whole lot more 
than most. 


6-9, 261 
28 years old 
Ottawa Senators 


There are no days off from the 
gym. Game or no game, Chara is 
working out—sometimes twice on 
practice days. But he’s more than 
a lifter; in recent summers, he has 
biked the same mountain stages 
used in the Tour de France. Chara 
has put on about 25 pounds 
since being drafted in 1997 and 
is a mountain of a hockey player, 
a wall of solid strength on the ice 
and as scary a guy as you'd want 
dropping the gloves and sending 
a right hook your way. 


JONATHAN HAYWARD / AP 
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6-9, 240 
31 years old 
Detroit Pistons 


He weighed 190 pounds as a high school s 
White Hall, Ala. His transformation into the NBA's version 
of the Hulk didn’t begin until he transferred to Virginia 
Union before his junior season and discovered a small, 
dank weight room: The Cage. “I loved what that place 
stood for; Wallace says. “You didn’t walk into that place 
unless you were dead serious about working.” 

Wallace’s max on the bench? Try 460 pounds. 
Of course, the man is, in his own words, “addicte 

“At the beginning of the week, | go for po oward the 
end of the week, | do a lot of reps,” he says. “I work the 
arms, the chest, but a big focus that a lot of people don’t 
even do anymore is the back. Once the back is strong, 
everything else falls into place” 


TRAIN 


Red Sox reliever Rudy Seanez throws hard 
and works out harder—much harder 
By Noah Liberman 


itchers and catchers 
report in about six weeks. 
To get ready, most major 
league pitchers will be 
running and lifting. Rudy 
Seanez, on the other 
hand, will be doing four 
butt-kicking martial arts workouts 
every week. Then he'll run and lift. 
Seanez is a baseball rarity: a 
37-year-old reliever coming off his 
best season. His arm is the 
healthiest it has been in a long 
time, and his endurance is the 
best it has ever been. He has a 
serious slider and even 
more serious heat. He hits 
95 mph consistently and 
can hump it up to 97 on 
occasion. “I don’t 
necessarily throw faster, 
but I throw better longer,” 
says Seanez, who signed 
with the Red Sox two 
weeks ago after excelling 
for the Padres in 2005. “I 
don’t get tired like I used 
to.” 
Seanez’s secret is a 
blend of martial arts 
administered at the San 
Diego Fight Club in El 
Cajon, Calif., where he 
straps on, well, 
whatever guys strap 
on to do Jiu-Jitsu (the 
highly evolved 
Japanese/Brazilian 
wrestling), Muay Thai 
(kickboxing, the national 
sport of Thailand), 
wrestling, judo and 
traditional American 
boxing. 
Seanez does them all 
under the tutelage of 
Charlie Kohler, whose 
clients include pro 
athletes ranging from 
football players to surfers, 
plus dancers and others. 
Here’s what Seanez has 
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gotten out of it since getting more 
serious about it three years ago: 
The most innings he has ever 
pitched in consecutive seasons 
(106 in 2004 and 2005 combined), 
a 10-3 record over that span and, 
best of all, no serious injuries (he 
did miss a month last season with 
a strained shoulder). And this 
was a guy who had had some 
hefty injury problems, including a 
fractured elbow, ligament damage 
that required elbow surgery and a 
herniated disk—all between 1999 
and 2002. 


“Overall, my strength has just 
gone through the roof, 
throughout any range of motion 
in any position,” Seanez says. 
And he says it’s different than 
weight-room strength: “This is 
functional strength because the 
training focuses on the core, my 
stomach and lower back.” 

Seanez got into it when he got 
tired of being gassed at the end of 
spring training workouts. He saw 
King of the Cage-style shows on 
pay-per-view and marveled at the 
fighters’ power and endurance. 


TODD WARSHAW FOR TSN (3) 


Working the focus mitts develops 
Seanez’s strength and stamina, 


and it helps him refine his 
control when he is fatigued. 


Ya gotta love Kohler, here 
suffering through a triangle 
choke, a staple of Jiu-Jitsu. 


Now, Seanez does myriad kicks, 
punches, blocks, combinations, 
bag work and sparring in 
kickboxing mode plus grappling 
Jiu-Jitsu style. Even though 
Seanez is 5-11, 200 pounds and 
“built like a linebacker,” Kohler 
says, the teacher goes at only 50 
percent to Seanez’s 80 percent— 
that’s how good Kohler is. 
Seanez’s aim is to prevent 
“submission holds” such as leg 
locks, arm bars and triangle 
chokes. Charge the mound at 
your own risk. 

“| have had a few trainers 
shake their head about my 
workout, and a few who were 
interested and wanted to know 
more,” he says. “I have shown 


this to teammates, but I can’t 
really tell you who [laughs]. They 
loved it, and they’re probably still 
doing it.” 

Kohler says the workouts are 
designed to avoid Seanez’s right 
arm, but Seanez—who signed a 
deal worth $2.1 million with the 
Red Sox—is rational about it. 

“There’s always a risk 
involved; no matter what you 
do,” he says. “I’ve seen guys get 
hurt on the damn treadmill. Then 
if you throw grappling or some 
kind of kickboxing into the mix, 
the danger level goes up. But 
overall it’s a hard workout. And if 
you talk to anyone about what 
I'm doing, they'll tell you it’s a 
hard-ass workout.” TSN 


BALL 


In a sports landscape full 
of conservative wusses, 
these guys aren't afraid to 
take a shot at a big payoff 


é l, White Sox manager. 
Who else would let his starters throw complete 
games in four straight outings? And in the 
playoffs, no less. 
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Bengals coach. He 
implores his team to take 
chances—such as when he decided to focus on 
containing running back Edgerrin James, not 
quarterback Peyton Manning, against the Colts. 
Lewis also has shown his guts in matters of 
discipline. He kept running back Rudi Johnson out 
of the starting lineup in the Bengals’ opener for violating a team rule, 
then watched Johnson run for 126 yards after entering the game. 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


i, Suns point guard. 
Encouraged By out: of: the-box head 
coach Mike D’Antoni, Nash pushes 
Phoenix to play at full speed whenever 
possible, a notion that frightens most 
NBA teams. It leads to odd scenarios— 
Nash shooting fallaway jumpers over 
7-footers, Nash dishing from under the 
basket, Nash hurling fullcourt, 
one-handed passes. But Nash, the 
league's reigning MVP, makes it work. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


VE seat ’ 
NASCAR driver. Newman 
is as big a threat to win 
each race as he is to 
crash. He is aggressive with fuel, aggressive with maneuvers and 
aggressive in his criticism of NASCAR honchos and rules. 
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: , Louisville football 
coach. He has a knack ‘for calling fake punts, 
gadget plays and must-have fourth-down 
conversions, but he never takes risks for the sake 
of doing so. Because of that, Giants coach Tom 
Coughlin calls Petrino the best play-caller he ever 
has been around. —Sean Deveney 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


1/13/06 . .23 


PLAYS | 


They work ... and work ... 
and work ... and work ... 


NCAA >Re 
Just get J.J. the damn ball 


Read and react. Sounds pretty simple. See what the defense is doing and adjust 
accordingly. It’s the near flawless execution of that concept that makes it so difficult to 
guard J.J. Redick, who has become increasingly adept at learning new ways to get open. 

Duke doesn’t run anything overly complex for Redick, but even a basic curl is a 
nightmare to stop because of his ability to read screens. For instance, as Redick takes a 
handoff from Shelden Williams near the high post, he has several options. If Redick’s 
defender is chasing him, he can curl around Williams’ screen and drive toward the basket. 
If the defender tries to beat the screen over the top, Redick can flare out for a 3-pointer. If 
the defender runs into the screen, Redick will be open for a midrange shot. Or if Williams’ 
defender hedges toward Redick, Williams can slide down the lane for a layup. 

“J.J. can do whatever he wants,” Duke assistant Steve Wojciechowski says. “There are 


going to be screeners in different positions, and he has the ability to use them if he wants sll 
to; he can refuse them if he wants to. It allows him to use his mind, and he’s got a great ais 
mind for scoring.” —Benson Taylor f i 


' 
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At left, Redick 
gets a screen 
from Lee 
Melchionni on 
one side of the 
lane, runs his 
man by 
screener No. 2 
Williams on 
the other, 
catches the 
ball at the 
3-point line 
and, well, 
swish. 


ESPN 
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NFL 


It’s all about 
attitude 


During Joe 
Gibbs’ first 
tenure in 
Washington, 
when the 
Redskins led 
late, guard Russ 
Grimm would 
exclaim on the 
sideline, “It’s 
time for the 
tanks!” 

The tanks 
were two and 
sometimes three 
tight ends to 
supplement 
“The Hogs” ina 
bruising running 
game. Gibbs 
would mix 
40-50 gut, a 
straight-ahead 
power play, with 
counter trey, and more often than not, the 
Redskins ran to victory. Now Grimm is an 
assistant in Pittsburgh, where the Steelers 
employ Power O, an off-tackle running 
play some of the league’s other better 
ground teams—Chicago, Seattle and 
Tampa Bay—also use. 

The weakside guard pulls, and the 
fullback, responsible for blocking the 
outside defender, follows. The tight end 
blocks down on the end, and the tackle 
and play-side guard work a combination 
block to the second level. With a counter 
step by the back, the linebackers can be 
sucked in, creating a natural bounce to 
take the play outside. It’s a play Green 
Bay used with Ahman Green—and the 
reason the Packers are struggling without 
guards Marco Rivera and Mike Wahle. 

“Power O is an attitude play,” Bears 
offensive coordinator Ron Turner says. 
“Let’s double-team 'em and ram the ball 
up in there.” —Brad Biggs 


NASCAR 


=e 
2 
uw 
) 
& 
Ee 
= 
P-) 
ot 
a 


Move him out and get outta Dodge 


In politics, power is the ability to compel someone to do something he wouldn’t 
otherwise do. In NASCAR, that’s what bumpers are for. If the guy in front of you won't get 
out of your way voluntarily, sock him one—but you can’t be a brute about it. Delicacy 
counts, even when you're ramming a 3,400-pound car into another 3,400-pound car. 

“When (the late Dale) Earnhardt got to you,” Jeff Gordon says, “he could move you i 
out of the way, and you would be sitting there scratching your head and wondering, ‘Did 
my car get loose, or did he hit me? I don’t even know.’ ” Hit him too hard and you'll both 


Chauncey Billups 


and Rasheed 
Wallace can 
pick-and-roll— 
and your team 
probably can 
too! 


You’d have a lot of yards, too, if you could traipse untouched into the 
secondary as the Seahawks’ Shaun Alexander did on this Power 0 play. 


SS re 


NBA Thie ; 
Yeah, it’s old—but it’s timeless 


During The Finals last season, the play most often 
called by the Spurs was also called most often by the 
Pistons. In fact, at one point, the teams ran it on 13 
consecutive possessions. 

The play is the pick-and-roll, a basketball staple that 
rights any wayward offense through a simple concept— 
a big man sets a pick for the ballhandler, forcing the 
defense to choose between double-teaming or 
switching. The result usually is either the ballhandler 
driving to the hoop or the big man getting an open shot. 

The pick-and-roll is almost as old as basketball, 
tracing its roots back to the New York Renaissance, an 
all-black barnstorming team that won 88 games in a row 
from 1932-33. One fan who watched the Rens was 
Arnold “Red” Auerbach, who would later bring the play 
to his dominant Celtics teams. The pick-and-roll spread from there. 

Veteran NBA and college coach Jim Boylen, in explaining the rise of motion 
offenses, once said, “We can talk X’s and O's all we want, but you know what? In 
the end, we’re all just running pick-and-rolls.” —S.D. 


ALAN MARLER FOR TSN 


n’t mind me, Gordo. It’s just your good friend 
Junior passing through ... sssssucker?’ 


wreck. But tap him just right and he'll wiggle, lift off the accelerator and allow you to zip past—after which you have to act like it was accidental. 
Meanwhile, a bunch of other drivers are trying to do to you what you just did to Slowy McGee. One key: Be sure to do it late enough in the 
race that McGee can’t catch you and return the favor. Of course, that would be an accident, too. —Vatt Crossman 


1/13/06. 25 


TOM HAUCK FOR TSN 


PLANTS 


Colleges like to believe they're think tanks draped 
in ivy, but they don't mind being referred to as 
factories that churn out pro athletes. These 
schools can boast the most. By Kyle Veltrop 


he most powerful thing a college 
coach can say to a recruit isn’t that State 
U. has beaten its rival five of the past 
seven years or that 70 percent of its 
games are on the tube or that the school 
has a whizbang biology department. 
Rather, it’s this: We put players in the 
pros. When it comes to ... 


/ j It’s Miami. NFL 
se teams think so highly of “The U” 
that from 2001 through "04, they 
used 19 picks on Canes—in the 
first round. You can gawk at their 
stream of stud linebackers (Ray 
Lewis, Dan Morgan, D.J. Williams, 


é Jonathan Vilma) or admire the 
2 quality of their running backs 
5 (Edgerrin James, Clinton Portis, 
es »). And so on. 
2 

It’s Arizona. 


Gilbert Arenas, Mike Bibby, 
Channing Frye, Andre Iguodala, 
Richard Jefferson, Damon and 
Salim Stoudamire and Jason Terry. 
No wonder has won so 
many games. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


It’s Southern 
California. You could build a 
playoff rotation out of Randy 
Johnson, Mark Prior, Barry Zito 
and Anthony Reyes, a potential 
Rookie of the Year candidate for 
the Cardinals. And Aaron Boone, 

, Geoff Jenkins, 
Jacque Jones and Jason Lane 
averaged 25 home runs in 2005. 


VINCENT LAFORET / GETTY IMAGES 
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Three-sport letterwinners 


Some of Texas’ biggest sports stars have issues. Roger 
Clemens is 43 and pondering retirement. Priest Holmes is hurt 
and pondering retirement. Ricky Williams is sharing carries 
and pondering ... who knows what. 

But Texas claims the 22-and-under division in producing 
standouts in baseball, basketball and football. A.L. Rookie of 
the Year Huston Street of the A’s has Mariano Rivera-type 
potential as a closer. T.J. Ford is the point man for the 
emerging Bucks. Chiefs rookie Derrick Johnson can seriously 
move for a linebacker and has a great nose for the ball. 

Football, of course, is the Longhorns’ calling card. Other 
notable (and young) NFL players who used to suit up in burnt 
orange on Saturdays include Roy Williams, 24, and Shaun 
Rogers, 26, of the Lions, Nathan Vasher, 24, of the Bears, and 
Chris Simms, 25, the Bucs’ starting quarterback. 

Texas’ bragging rights are going to get only louder 
considering the Longhorns are the defending College World 
Series champs, are playing for the national championship in 
football and have been ranked as high as No. 2 in basketball. 
Does the Austin Marriott have a special pro scout rate? 

Texas isn’t the only three-sport letterwinner in big-time 
college athletics. Jeff Kent, Tony Gonzalez and Jason Kidd of 
California are Golden Bears entering their golden years, but 
they still have bite. Just to name a few former Michigan State 
Spartans, there are Mark Mulder in baseball, Plaxico Burress 
in football and Jason Richardson and Zach Randolph in 
hoops. And UCLA excels at 
producing boffo big 
boys: left tackle 
extraordinaire Jonathan 
Ogden goes 6-9, 345, and 
slugging third sacker 
Troy Glaus is 6-5, 240. 
And does the PG in front 
of XL-sized Baron Davis’ 
name stand for point or 
pulling guard? So much 
for SoCal sleek. 
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Huston Street 


Last season in Austin: 2004 


Now with: Oakland A's 


Roy Williams 
Last season in 
Austin: 2003 
Now with: Detroit 
Lions 


Derrick Johnson 
Last season in 
Austin: 2004 
Now with: Kansas 
City Chiefs 


| Chris Simms 
Last season in Austin: 2002 
Now with: Tampa Bay Buccaneers 


PA | 1. Ford 
sa PRODUCERS OF 
season in 
Austin: ae 
2002203; Cornerbacks: ohio 
Now with: State. With Chris Gamble, 
lta M Shawn Springs, Nate Clements 


and Antoine Winfield, this is an 
open-and-shutdown case. 


Running backs: 
Auburn. Ronnie Brown, 
Stephen Davis, Rudi Johnson 
and Cadillac Williams ... and 
here comes 


MICHAEL SCHWARZ FOR TSN 
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Quality over 
quantity: Syracuse. 
Carmelo Anthony, Dwight 


Freeney, Marvin Harrison, 
Donovan McNabb. 


Illustration by 
Jack Kruyne / TSN 


Pure scorers: 
Connecticut. Ray Allen, 


ae Richard Hamilton and 

3S . 

& Hard-hitting lefties: 

2 Arizona State. Barry Bonds 
and Phil Mickelson both 


were Sun Devils. 


RUNDMAN / AP 1/13/06 . St 


Bill Belichick handles New England’s 
personnel from both the front office and 
the sideline, with backing from owner 
Robert Kraft (who has gotten more 
hands-off with age). Belichick was hired 
in January 2000 and brought in Scott 
Pioli as his personnel deputy two weeks 
later. Within two years, Belichick and 
Pioli had turned the Patriots into 
Super Bowl champs, relying on 
overlooked players such as Bryan Cox, Antowain Smith and, of course, 

sixth-round draft pick Tom Brady. The team has made bold personnel 

moves, emphasizing a team of replaceable parts by getting rid of 
popular players—Drew Bledsoe, Lawyer Milloy, ly Law—before they 
became salary cap burdens. The results are undeniable: three Super Bowl 
championships in four years. 


MICHAEL DWYER / AP 


What’s that guy doing with 
Belichick’s hardware? That guy is 
Pioli, more than a right-hand man. 


7 f Says one pro 
scout of the Spurs and Pistons, who are a close 
second to the defending champs among NBA 
franchises: “Those two teams listen to the people in 
their organizations. Most teams have a bunch of 
scouts who never get heard, and sometimes you 
wonder why you bother filing reports.’ The Spurs have a 
relatively small front office, with power centralized in 
the pairing of coach Gregg Popovich and general 
manager R.C. Buford, but the duo is open to input 
from anyone in the organization. Sam Presti, for ila 

example, was hired as an intern in 2000 and has La AN ; ¢ 
worked his way up to assistant G.M. at age 30. It’s not Don't now this baby 
just a show title—Presti pushed the Spurs to stick with face? You will—Presti is 
Tony Parker in 2001 despite a bad predraft workout, 
and it was Presti who introduced the Spurs to 


18-year-old lan Mahinmi, an unknown big man who was San Antonio's 
first-round draft pick in 2005. 


The team’s roster has changed 
dramatically over the past two 
decades, but the Braves just keep 
piling up the hardware. They've won 


Money and market size LA ade Mon lene 
aren't all a franchise needs 


D. CLARKE EVANS / NBAE / GETTY IMAGES 


learning from the best. 


a man who is a rarity in that he’s 
twice as old as some of his 
colleagues and has been a general 
manager in the big leagues for 24 
Se ran Gre, sie, So what? He stil runs 
a. ae 3 
as assistant G.M just a week after aaa ewenes ne 


Wren had been dumped by the Orioles (for, among other things, 


TONY GUTIERREZ / AP 
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Maybe Schuerholz ison the older 


to get way ahead. It also 
needs a great front office 
setup—y'know, like the ... the tp. Also on oad is 38-year-old Dayton Moore, an assistant GM. 


who many believe will be an excellent general manager and 
Schuerholz's likely successor. Schuerholz also has unwavering trust in 
a scouting staff that includes Dick Balderson, Jim Fregosi and Chuck 
McMichael. —S.D. 


SEAN GALLAGHER / TSN 
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“Gibsons a Siealdhonee, Chicago. Gibsons is no 

' stranger to high-profile diners—actor Jack 

_ Nicholson once called while on a flight from Paris 
to Chicago to place his order so it would be. ready 


_when he arrived. But ¢ during the first week CS. : 


June, , while the Chicago. predraft camp is taking 
“place, this Rush Street staple becomes the NBA’s~ 
"Midwest headquarters. ‘Typically, executives from 

15 to 20 ak 


(and d just as as many) will cross the street to’ Tavern — 


on Rush for postdinner drinks). 


_ When agent Mare Cornstein visits Chicago for — ey * 


the fo 
Gibsons. 


“My wife gets mad at me, 


r days of predraft camp, he spends four nights eating at 


‘ 
I 


,” Cornstein says. “She wants to try 


other places. But half the league is there, Being there gives you a 
“sense of what is going on. You can get alot lease Tt’ 's good for 


AY rete 
ee = a 


though.” 


TOMES It may not be good for my arteries, 


St. Elmo Steak House, Indianapolis. After 


Sere fe dozens of young men have ‘the 


birthday on. one O 
‘Taurasi and Becky 


sat with 2 a group. at the next tal 
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Lambeau Field 


What other place provides the 
challenges, weather, crowd and 
history of Lambeau? The Packers 
have gone 12-2 in home playoff 
games since 1957, making a 
January stop in Green Bay a bad-bet 
proposition for visiting teams. 
Number: Minus-46. The wind chill 
during the Ice Bowl in 1967. 

Fun fact: The waiting list for Packers 
season tickets is a league-high 
67,542 names. That's well over half 
the population of Green Bay, and the 
last fan on the list can expect to wait 
30 years before getting a seat. 


Joe Louis Arena 


Hockey has lost Maple Leaf Gardens and the Spectrum 
and almost every other unique, fear-inducing structure it 
once had. Joe Louis retains its “charm,’ and the Red Wings 
have taken advantage—a 603-343-130 regular-season 


record entering this season. 


Number: 5 percent. The discount season-ticket holders 
were given on this season's seats—sort of. They were 


Rupp Arena, 
University of Kentucky 


With all due respect to the Cameron 
Crazies, Rupp—packed with 24,000 
screaming fans who seem right on top 
of the court—is the gold standard. 
These knowledgeable fans know when 
to help spark a run or help crush 
another team's spirit. 

Number: 89.8. Kentucky's winning 
percentage at Rupp entering this 
season. 

Fun fact: Fans were able to get a 
pair of sideline seats for life by 
making a one-time payment ranging 
from $313,000 to $500,000. 


Bronco Stadium, 
Boise State University 


Mid-sized conference, plus-sized 
program—massive home-field 
advantage. Go ahead, name one 
other thing about Idaho (besides 
potatoes). 

Number: 31. Consecutive home 
games won by Boise State before it 
lost last week in the MPC Computers 
Bowl. 

Fun fact: Boise State’s claim to 
fame is its blue AstroTurf field, the 
only one of its kind in the United 
States. The blue turf was first 
installed in 1986. 
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Fenway Park 


It's old and has limited seating 
capacity and not enough luxury 
boxes, but it’s always packed, loud 
and full of the idiosyncrasies that 
make a ballpark great and cause 
trouble for visiting teams. 

Number: $130. Highest price per 
ticket for the front-row Green Monster 
seats for certain games in 2006. 

Fun fact: The biggest crowd in Fenway 
history was 47,627 for a doubleheader 
against the Yankees on September 
22, 1935. Fire code restrictions 
enacted in the 1940s make it 
impossible to reach that number now. 


actually given that amount in “Joe Bucks’”—certificates to 
spend on food or merchandise at the arena. 


Fun fact: Throwing an octopus onto the ice is a tradition 
brought over from Olympia Stadium. It started in the 
early 50s when the octopus’ eight legs represented the 
number of wins it took to win the Stanley Cup playoffs. 
The first octopus hit the ice at Joe Louis on the night it 
opened in 1979. —Kara Yorio 
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TOOLS 


The stuff teams, players and fans will want in 2006 By Seth Elkin 


Win big on your laptop ... 


@ You'll never miss another 
game—or anything else on TV 
for that matter—with Sling 
Media’s Slingbox. Connect it to 
your cable or satellite receiver, 
install the software on any 
computer and watch live TV or 
shows stored on your TiVo 
wherever you are. You'll need a broadband Internet connection on both 
ends, and anyone in your living room has to watch whatever your 
computer is tuned into. At $249.99, it’s a small price to pay for one of the 
neatest pieces of technology to come along in years. 


@ Vizual Edge (vizualedge.com) 


provides a training regimen for the 
eyes using computer software to 
improve visual skills for 
competition. Collegiate athletic 
programs, including Northwestern 
and Georgia Tech, and MLB and 
NHL teams are among the firm’s 
clients. 


Former major league catcher Don Slaught used 16 seasons of 
baseball knowledge to create his RightView Pro computer software 
(rightviewpro.com), which helps hitters analyze their swings. The 
product—available for baseball or softball—is used by several MLB 
teams, including the Red Sox and White Sox. Players can record 
themselves with a video camera that has a FireWire connection 
and compare their swings side-by-side with current major leaguers. 
New add-ons examine pitchers’ deliveries. 


@ For everyone worried the Playstation generation is getting 
obese, XaviX (xavix.com) is providing an alternative with its 
interactive sports games. Connect the XaviXPORT ($79.99) to your 
TV and use the wireless equipment to play baseball, golf or tennis or 
to bowl a few games. 
Bad day at the office? 
Come home and punch 
out the boss with a little 


@ Looking for a TV virtual boxing. Games 


that will blow away the ($49.99-$79.99) are sold 
guests at your Super separately. 

Bowl party? Got 

$5,000 to burn? Sony’s @ EA Sports will take football video gaming in a cerebral direction with NFL Head 

new 60-inch XBR Coach. Set for release this spring, it will be the first 3-D sports strategy game, 

rear-projection set may challenging gamers to build their coaching cred with smart moves on and off the field. 


not be as sexy as those 
hang-on-the-wall 
plasma jobs, but the 
picture is stunning. 
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Swing like you 
mean tt 


@ If you like the 
interactive idea but are 
looking for a rich golf 
experience, check out 
the Golf Launchpad 
(electricspin.com). With 
versions available for 
the PC/Mac ($249) or 
Playstation2 ($199), use your own clubs and the 
Launchpad’s real tethered ball to virtually play the 
world’s great courses via any of the Tiger Woods 
2003-2006 video games. 

@ When you hit the links for real, take one of 

- Cobra’s new Speed Series drivers 
\ ($299.99, cobragolf.com) and see 

what the largest, most forgiving 
club faces on the market can do for 
you. Choose from three models 
based on the speed of your swing. 

® While you're improving your game 
with the latest gear, grab a SkyCaddie 
rangefinder ($349.95, skygolfgps.com), 
which uses GPS technology to give you 
distance to the pin. 


GIRL 


Women who rock 
the sports world 


A champion of women’s athletics in Iran, 
Hashemi i is the founder and president of the Islamic Federation 
of Women’s Sports and the vice president of the Iranian 
National Olympic Committee. She 
was No. 46 on Forbes’ 2004 list of 
the most powerful women in the 
world. 


The vice president and 
assistant general manager of the Dodgers is 
on track to be the first female general 
manager in MLB history—she interviewed for > 
the Dodgers position in November and was 
tumored to be a candidate for the Red Sox job after Theo Epstein left. 
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il The IndyCar Series driver has 
overpowered the male-dominated 
world of auto racing with 
her talent and charm. 
She is a marketer's 
dream—a winner on 
Madison Avenue as 
well as a success in 
her sport. 


MARK J. TERRILL / AP 


Kick butt on the go 


i Imagine tracking Randy Johnson’s pitch 
locations on your cell phone. Or how about having 
his pitches integrated in real time into your 
handheld video gaming system so you can see 
what it’s like to hit exactly what the Big Unit is 
throwing? Chicago-based Sportvision—which 
brought us football’s 1st & Ten Line—will use the 
pitch tracking system it unveiled during the 2005 
World Series to make watching baseball an 
interactive virtual reality experience for fans. 
Sounds like science fiction, but it’s not. “These are 
business leaps for us, not technological leaps,” 
says Sportvision CEO Hank 

Adams. 


She has won six national 
championships and the 
most games in NCAA 
basketball history, all with the Tennessee 
program she built into a monster. 


MARK HUMPHREY / AP 


Michelle Wie's got 
more marketing & — 3s 


muscle, but 
@ The Cadillac Creamers got 
Escalade may more game—plus 
still be the two LPGA tour 
ride with the wins and 
most bling, $1.5 million in 
but if you're earnings (Wie 
= looking to has $0)—and 
S off-road it, Creamer is only 
2 you'll need a 2006 19. She also was 
= Hummer H2—around $60,000 with all the extras, steely enough to 
Fa including a rear DVD entertainment system . get in Annika Venus and serena Williams. 
Sorenstam’s The professional tennis-playing sisters have 
face—literally— worked their games back to the elite level. 


touching off a 
rules 
dispute. 


DARREN SOH /AP 


Their power also extends beyond the court— 
each has found success in the fashion and 
entertainment industries. —K.Y. 
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FIGURES 


Look out! These numbers will smack you upside the head. 
By Brendan Roberts 


Yeah, maybe not 


The American fantasy sports player—average age: 36.5— 
according to Donald Levy of the University of Connecticut 


@eadaad 


are ‘mibhied have a have ; a have a played sports 


or have been college full-time job household in high 
married degree income of at school or 


least $50,000 beyond 


So you want 
li’! Johnny to play 
which sport again? 


Average salaries 
NBA: $4.26 million 
MLB: $2.49 million 
NHL: $1.46 million 
NFL: $1.40 million 


> Pe ly WiToye! 


than $2 billion a year in licensed products across 3, “500 
categories—and that's not counting individual driver products. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 
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Hey, punters 
are people, too 


NFL salaries 


Average for starters: $2,259,000 
For starting quarterbacks: $5,151,880 
For all quarterbacks: $2,496,710 
Next-highest position 
as for starters: running 
= backs, $3,274,351 
And then: offensive 
tackles, $3,171,075 
Lowest-paid positions (other than 


long snappers); punters, 
fullbacks, kickers, strong safeties. i 3 Percent of pitchers who are African American 


Estimated percent of major 
league players who are 
African American. In 1975, 
that number was 27 percent. 
In 1995, it was 19 percent. 


More from Richard Lapchick’s MLB Race Report, 
issued before last season 


26 Percent of outfielders who are African American 


26 Percent of major leaguers who are Latino 
64 Percent of shortstops who are Latino 


20) Of the past 26 MVP awards, the number won by a Latino, 
African American or Asian player 
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755 home runs if 
: The year Alex eae guez will sees has established in the 
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Gotta hand it to the new NHL— 
it’s working (on the ice, anyway) 


2003-04 2005-06 


| — 


~ The average 

© number of 

2 different Nextel 

2 Cup race winners 

z per year since the 
start of the 2001 


And the Trojans aren't the only 
team that's getting stronger 
When strength coach Chris Carlisle joined the 
USC football program in 2001, only four 
players were in what he calls his 3-4-5 range: 
300-pound power clean, 400-pound bench 
press, 500-pound squat. In 2005, more than 
40 players meet those standards. 


season, indicating 
more parity than 
at any time in 
NASCAR's history. 


aes is on pace to hit 


Facial 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


(every time), 
(well, not always) 


From the 2005 MLB Fan Cost Index 
(Comprises the price of two average adult 
tickets, two average child tickets, two small 
beers, four small sodas, four hot dogs, 
parking, two game programs and two 
adult-sized caps. Source: Team 
Marketing Report.) 
Wi The most expensive 
place to watch a game: 
Fenway Park, $276.24. 


@ The Angels 
have the 
second-lowest 
FCI ($125.78) 
in baseball. 
Another playoff 
team, the 
Braves, has the ninth-lowest 
($145.55). 


Wi The Cubs and Wrigley Field 
($210.01) have a higher FCI than the 
Yankees and Yankee Stadium 
($193.86). 


Fewer Canadians, eh? 


In 1983-84, 

Canadians 

made up 

78.3 percent 

of NHL 
opening night rosters. On opening 
night this season, that number was 
down to 52.3 percent. The difference? 
The internationalization of the league. 
In '83-84, players born outside North 
America made up 8.7 percent of the 
league. Now that number is 30.7 
percent. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Fewer Americans, yo 
The average height of players on NBA 


There were 
opening night rosters, which is actually 82 international 
shorter than the average of players in players—an 
1985-86. And if you think today’s players all-time high— 
are younger than they used to be, you're representing 


wrong. The average player age of 26.7 still 
is higher than the league average in 
1986-87 (26.5), though it is the lowest 
average since then. 

And that’s not all, NBA fans 
Tallest team: Wizards, 6 feet, 8.00 inches 
Shortest team: Bobcats, 6 feet, 6.13 
Heaviest team: Knicks, 234.3 pounds 
Lightest team: Clippers, 215.3 
Oldest team: Spurs, 30.2 years 
Youngest team: Hawks, 23.8 


36 different countries on 2005 NBA 
opening night rosters. That number 
has more than doubled since 


1999-2000 (36). TSN 
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NFL PLAYOFF PREVIEW 


A uA 
The Colts are consensus favorites to win the Super Bowl, but they'll have to solve 


f the playoffs are indeed at 

least 60 percent mental—and 

they are—then the Colts are a 

sports psychologist’s dream. 

They have multiple issues to 
sort out and solve over the next 
few weeks before they can hope 
to clutch the Vince Lombardi 
Trophy in Detroit. So take a seat 
on the couch and consider: 

@ This is the first time they’ve 
been consensus favorites to win 
the Super Bowl. Suddenly, they no 
longer are the hunters but the 
hunted. The pressures have 
changed, the focus never more 
searing. Expectations have never 
been higher in Indianapolis; the 
franchise has earned the stage it 
has always wanted, with each of 
its conference playoff games 
inside the comforts of the RCA 
Dome: weather controlled, 
disruptive fan noise and no 
visions of snow dancing off Tom 
Brady’s helmet. All the excuses 
have been eliminated. Geez, even 
the league championship game 
would be indoors—if they don’t 
do it this time, how weird will 
that be? 

@ Ah, those Patriots. Might as 
well admit it, the menace from 
New England has not been 
vanquished, merely pushed into a 
different role. OK, the Colts beat 
the Patriots during the regular 
season and on the road to make it 
more delicious. But guess which 
team is suddenly healthy, is 
playing wonderfully and has 
regained that certain swagger? 


The window of domination might 
be closing for the Colts, who won't 
be the same if they lose James. ee 
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departure. Without him, this 
won't be the same offense. And 
they've been around the top of 
the league for three years now; 
just how many shots do you get 
at being the best? All of this 
generates a sense of urgency. 
Will this be one of those 
almost-good-enough franchises, 
or can the Colts finally get off the 


TSN expert picks 


AFC title game NFC title game Super Bowl 40 


Paul Attner, senior writer Colts over Bengals | Seahawks over Bears _—_ Colts over Seahawks 


~ Chris Bahr, associate editor  -+~—«Colts over Broncos ~~ Panthers overBears Colts over Panthers 


Dennis Dillon, senior writer Colts over Patriots Seahawks over Bears Colts aa Seahawks 


Vinnie lyer, projects editor  +=—»—-Colts over Patriots Seahawks over Bears Colts over Seahawks _ 


Carl Moritz, assistant managing editor Colts over Patriots Seahawks over Bucs Colts over Seahawks 


Dan Pompei, senior writer ~~ Colts over Broncos ~~ Seahawks over Bears —Colts over Seahawks — 


Arnie Spanier, Sporting News Radio : Giants over Bears Colts ¢ over Giants 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


- WarRoomscouts = 


Colts over Broncos 
WW Aiiotele Stik Soe 


"Seahawks over Bears Cots over Seatawis 


some mental matters in order to do it By Paul Attner 


Facing the Patriots in these 
playoffs will conjure up for the 
Colts lots of bad memories—and 
the knowledge that until 
dethroned, the champs still reign. 
Which team do you think will face 
the most pressure if they meet? If 
your answer isn’t Indy, you 


14-2 with much more to do 


Perfect regular season? No. Super Bowl victory? Perhaps. Now that 
their games mean something again, the Colts may be able to learn their 
future by looking at the past. Teams that went 14-2 in the regular season 
generally have fared well in the postseason since the playoff field was 
expanded to 12 teams in 1990. —Zach Bodendieck 


schneid? 

B@ And how much damage did 
that loss to the Chargers, in the 
RCA Dome on December 18, do to 
their confidence, and how much 
did it bolster the hopes of every 
contender? Until that afternoon, 
the Colts not only were 
undefeated, they also appeared 
invincible. We were dusting off all 
types of historical references and 
the Lombardi Trophy seemed a 
given. Now, you can sense their 
slippage throughout the league; 
missing is that aura of 


haven't been paying attention. Year Team Final game Result impregnability. Before, their 

® No other franchise in NFL 1990 49ers NFC championship _ lost (Giants) weaknesses were almost minute; 
history has been confronted with 1991 Redskins Super Bowl 26 won (Bills) now, there is a blueprint that can 
the emotional turmoil similar to 1992 49ers NFC championship — lost (Cowboys) work against them even on their 
that stemming from the apparent 1998 Broncos Super Bowl 33 won (Falcons) home turf. Imagine. 
suicide of Tony Dungy’s oldest Falcons Super Bowl 33 lost (Broncos) That’s why, when FOX Sports 
son, James. It’s essential to 1999 Jaguars AFC championship lost (Titans) and SportinG News analyst Troy 
understand the players really do 2001 Rams Super Bowl 36 lost (Patriots) Aikman says, “I think the AFC is 
admire and have affection for 2003 Patriots Super Bowl 38 won (Panthers) as much up for grabs as the NFC,” 
Dungy; it’s not lip service. They 2004 Patriots Super Bowl 39 won (Eagles) you won't find as many voices 


hurt for and with him. But this is 
unknown territory. Does this 
tragedy drain something from the 
club, or do the players become 
even more driven to win a 
championship? Certainly, Dungy 
will never fall back on any of this 
to motivate his players; that’s not 
his style. But the Colts know how 
much a Super Bow! win would 
mean to him and his family. They 
will never forget what he said at 
the funeral, how James had told 
him recently that he looked 
forward to standing next to his 
dad on the sideline in Detroit. 
“Has a team ever been tested 
more now than this one?” asks 
CBS analyst Solomon Wilcots. 
“But I am telling you right now, 
everyone better watch out. They 
will pull it together in a way they 
would not have been able to do 
without them going through this.” 
@ See that window of 
domination over there? It might 
be closing for these Colts. 
They've got a major offseason 
contract issue involving Edgerrin 
James that could result in his 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


disagreeing. The Colts remain an 
extraordinarily talented team, the 
best in the league, the logical and 
correct choice to win in Detroit. 
Whether they do will depend 
heavily—60 percent, remember— 
on how well they deal with all 
these psychological issues. 
“Home field, weather and all 
that had nothing to do with what 
happened on the Colts’ first 
possession against the Patriots 
two years ago in the playoffs,” 
says FOX and Sportinc News 
analyst Brian Baldinger. “Peyton 
has Marcus Pollard wide-open in 
the end zone (from the 5) and he 
doesn’t pull the trigger. Why? 
Then when he does, he throws an 
interception. It’s a mental hurdle 
for them to overcome. Right or 
wrong, Peyton Manning is 
expected to win a Super Bowl. 
He’s paid that way. Favre, Elway, 
Aikman have done it; he has to do 
it. You can’t put up three points 


Right or wrong, the expectation 
for Manning is to win a Super 
Bowl. He’s being paid accordingly. 
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in a playoff game like they did last 
year and win it.” 

But at home, inside, in perfect 
conditions, it should be different 
against those same big, bad 
Patriots, right? “Does anyone 
think the Patriots will be in awe of 
the situation?” wonders Ozzie 
Newsome, the Ravens’ general 


oe - AN . 


Brady seems invincible in cold weather, but Colts fans won’t have to worry 


Yet don’t you think Bill Belichick 
and his veteran leaders won't 
have fun preaching a “no-respect, 
unappreciated” line to the rest of 
the Patriots? 

Just listen to linebacker Willie 
McGinest. “Teams try and 
underestimate us because they 
hear it’s not the same team or 


about snow dancing off his helmet in the weather-controlled RCA Dome. 


manager and a Hall of Fame tight 
end. “You know they won't be. 
They will relish it. Indy has to do 
it, and Indy knows they have to 
do it. No one wants to play the 
Patriots right now.” Newsome 
understands all about the 
pressures of winning these 
championship games. As a player, 
his Browns lost in this setting 
three times against Denver. “We 
thought we could win each time,” 
he says. “You want to win, but 
can you?” 

Perhaps the greatest irony of 
these playoffs is that the Patriots, 
striving for an unprecedented 
third straight title, aren’t facing 
any of the mental pressures 
we could have anticipated for 
them back in September. An 
early-season struggle created 
by injuries and coaching staff 
adjustments had New England 
clawing to make the playoffs; all 
the attention swung to the Colts. 
And ongoing secondary problems 
make New England vulnerable in 
a quarterback-gifted postseason. 
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whatever,” he says. “Well, you’re 
right, it’s not. It’s a new year, 
different people doing different 
things. If they’re still living in the 
past, it gives us that edge.” And 
something else. In case you have 
forgotten, the Patriots were not 
the AFC’s No. 1 seed last season. 
That role was filled by the 15-1 
Steelers, who lost to New 
England, 41-27, at home in the 
conference championship game. 
“If you paid attention, we’ve been 
on the road (in the playoffs),” 
says McGinest. “We had to go to 
Pittsburgh. We had to play ina 
hostile environment.” 

Let the psychological warfare 
begin. 


et, how many times will we 
hear, correctly, that the 
AFC road to the Super 
Bowl goes through Indy? 
Brady, the NFL's MVP this 
year, may be this invincible guy in 
cold weather, but none of that 
matters inside the RCA Dome. 
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The death of Dungy’s son is uncharted emotional territory that could drain 
something from the Colts—or make them more driven to win a title. 


Indy is a team built to win 
indoors, on a quick surface. It’s 
also a different club than in the 
past two seasons—better 
constructed to make a run, more 
balanced offensively and with a 
much improved defense that, 
although certainly not up to the 
Bears’ standards, still might be 
the fastest in the league, a quality 
that is exaggerated within the 
dome. For them to lose at home 
will take a mighty effort by an 
opponent. 

The Broncos are the No. 2 
seed, but they've lost wild-card 
games in Indianapolis the last two 
years by a combined 90-34. His 
team’s inability to cope with the 
Colts’ speed prompted Mike 
Shanahan to blow up his defense 
after the last two postseasons. 
His current defense is the fastest 
of his 11-year tenure in Denver, 
but the Broncos have only 28 
sacks, tied with Cincinnati for the 
fewest among playoff teams. Can 
they really expect to shut down 
Manning without putting pressure 


on him? Besides, how confident 
can they be going to Indy 
knowing the embarrassment of 
the previous two Januaries? Still, 
they are undefeated at home for 
the first time since 1998, when 
they won their last Super Bowl— 
and where they've already beaten 
the Patriots this season. Make 
them a logical finalist against 
Indy. 

The Bengals can score with 
anyone save the Colts, who beat 
them, 45-37, in Cincinnati when 
Marvin Lewis dared to blitz 
Manning constantly. In a rematch, 
you don’t think quarterback 
Carson Palmer would feel 
pressured to score on every 
possession? That’s not good. 
“Because of Palmer, they can beat 
anyone, but because of their 
defense, they can lose to anyone,” 
says Wilcots. As Indy found out 
last season, trying to get to the 
Super Bowl hiding a suspect 
defense doesn’t work. 

The same can't be said about 
the Steelers. In their last four 
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Seattle stands out among the NFC contenders 


Meanwhile, in the NFC ... 

It's sometimes difficult to remember there's a second conference involved in these playoffs considering all the 
attention given the Colts and those other AFC stars. To say the NFC can’t match the AFC in terms of quantity and 
quality of its elite teams is not an exaggeration, just a fact. 

But don’t lump Seattle as part of this unimpressive bunch. As the wins mounted up, 11 in a row before Sunday's 
meaningless loss in Green Bay, the Seahawks gained respect within the league, particularly among their 2005 
opponents. “I was more impressed with them after we played them than going in,’ says Titans defensive coordinator 
Jim Schwartz, whose team lost to the Seahawks, 28-24, in Week 15. “I kept looking for weaknesses on tape, but you 
will be hard-pressed to find one, particularly on offense. That makes them pretty tough’ 

The Seahawks have the conference's best quarterback (the underappreciated Matt Hasselbeck), a premier running 
back coming off his best season (Shaun Alexander) and a Super Bowl-experienced coach (Mike Holmgren). Playing 
at home, that offense should be good enough, particularly because opponents will have to fly a long way to play the 
Seahawks—another plus. Still, an improved defense, which led the NFL in sacks (50), has injury issues in the 
secondary. “They just don’t send terror down your spine,’ says Texans general manager Charley Casserly about the 
Seattle defense. 

The Bears, even with their suffocating defense, can’t match the balance of the Seahawks, especially with their 
quarterback issues. The multiskilled Giants might have the best chance—a bad day by kicker Jay Feely cost them a 
win in Seattle in late November—but Eli Manning hasn't been consistently good enough and they have troubling 
linebacker problems. The Redskins are playing well, winners of five straight, and they have Joe Gibbs. Make them the 
NFC sleeper. But can any team make it to the Super Bowl with just one good wide receiver? Neither the Panthers nor 
the Bucs would be easy for the Seahawks, but it’s difficult to put much faith into clubs this unpredictable. 

One thing working against Indianapolis and Seattle: Not since 1993 have the No. 1 seeds both made it to the 
Super Bowl. So history is adding some pressure of its own. Move over Colts; the couch has plenty of room. —PA. 


games, including three against bad 
teams, they allowed 33 points after 
giving up 38 to Cincinnati on 
December 4. And they've 
remembered to run it a lot and 
throw it just enough—no more than 
20 times a game if Bill Cowher has 
his druthers. This is a dangerous 
outfit, yet it too has its 
psychological barrier with the 
Colts—a 26-7 drubbing in Indy on 
November 28. Ben Roethlisberger 
has a remarkable ability to make 
ad-lib plays, an asset against a stiff 
pass rush like Indy’s. But is he 
really the guy you want as your 
quarterback in a high-scoring 
game? And Jacksonville? The 
Jaguars play at New England on 
Saturday. One and out. 

For the Colts, this will be one of 
the most difficult journeys any 
No. 1 conference seed has faced. 
This was a season of top-heavy 
excellence in the NFL; 13 teams 
won at least 10 games (equaling an 
NFL record) and one team with 10 
wins, the Chiefs, didn’t make the 
playoffs. Since 1990, only three 
10-win teams had failed to advance 
to the postseason. The AFC is so 
good that if the Bears had played in 
the conference, with all its talented 
offenses and quarterbacks, they 
would not have made the 
postseason. And the Bears are the 
NFC’s No. 2 seed. 

History also tells us 
regular-season dominance by an 
indoor team is not always a 
legitimate predictor of champions. 
Go back to 1998, when the 15-1 
Vikings set a league record for 
points and secured home field 
inside the Metrodome, only to lose 
the NFC championship game, 30-27, 
in overtime to Atlanta. 

“Look,” says Jim Fassel, the 
Ravens’ offensive coordinator who 
coached the Giants to Super Bowl 
35, “being a favorite does change 
things for a team. People ask me 
the most pressured game I’ve ever 
coached and when | tell them it’s 
not the Super Bowl, they are 
surprised. It was the semifinal game 
against the Eagles; we had beaten 
them eight straight times, and to do 
it again, well, it was worrisome. To 
lose would have been nasty. The 
Colts know what is expected of 
them; it’s a big load to carry.” TSN 


Alexander and Hasselbeck are two 
reasons why the Seahawks have the 
edge in the NFC playoffs. 
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Chi 


gives the Bears some 
offensive pizzazz, which could make a 
very good team Super By Dan Pompei 


hat’s happening to the 

Bears’ offense isn’t 

about longer passes 

and higher completion 

percentages as much 
as it is about hope. An inspired 
gospel choir couldn’t convey 
hope any better than a No. 8 
jersey in Chicago. 

When Rex Grossman came off 
the bench in the second half 
against the Falcons three weeks 
ago, the Bears were given the 
kind of late-season jolt that can 


Preparing for Grossman will be no laughing matter for Chicago’s playoff 
opponents, who don’t have that much tape of him to study. 
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carry a team to its dreams. Even 
opposing coaches could sense it 
in dark, silent tape rooms across 
the NFL. “He gave some 
excitement to the offense in the 
throwing game,” Packers 
defensive coordinator Jim Bates 
says. “There was an added energy 
for their offense.” 

Grossman’s return has been so 
uplifting that some might say it 
was a blessing he broke his leg 
and had to miss the first 13 
games of the season. In his 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


absence, the Bears were forced to 
start rookie Kyle Orton, who did a 
wonderful job of not losing 
games. Behind Orton, the Bears 
developed into a solid but 
incomplete team, capable of 
trouncing inferior opponents with 
a stifling defense and a fine 
running game but incapable of 
refined passing. 

In three short weeks, the 
profile of the Bears has been 
rewritten. Now, they’re kind of 
like the Marines. They can squash 


your initiative. They can attack by 
land. And they can attack by air. 
“Chicago went from a team that 
could maybe do a little something 
in the playoffs to where now, 
assuming Grossman continues to 
play well, this team very easily 
could make it all the way to the 
Super Bowl,” says FOX Sports and 
SportinG News analyst Troy 
Aikman. 

Grossman is the wild card of 
the NFL playoffs, a joker in cleats. 
Opponents have only six quarters 


of game tape of him in Ron 
Turner’s offense—he didn’t play 
in the meaningless finale at 
Minnesota—so preparing for him 
could be a challenge. On the flip 
side, he still is working at 
redeveloping chemistry and 
timing with receivers, and the 
passing game isn’t as far along as 
it would have been if Grossman 
had been healthy all season. 

It won’t take much tape study 
for opposing coaches to see 
Grossman won't hesitate to go up 


MIKE ROEMER / AP 


hope 


top when the opportunity is ripe. 
Twenty-five percent of his 
attempts have been for more than 
20 yards, compared with 13 
percent of Orton’s attempts. 
“With Rex in there we feel really, 
really good about (going 
downfield),” Turner says. “He’s 
got tremendous accuracy 
downfield. He sees the field so 
well. And he has a quick release.” 

Grossman, the 22nd pick of the 
2003 draft, won’t shy away from a 
risky throw. By nature, he is 
aggressive and confident. “He has 
what a lot of quarterbacks don’t 
have in that he'll at least take a 
chance,” Vikings safety Corey 
Chavous says. “Sometimes he’s 
going to make some mistakes, but 
that also gives their offense the 
ability to make a big play. He will 
challenge a defense.” 

Grossman will throw more 
touchdown passes than Orton. 
And perhaps more interceptions. 
His gunslinger approach has been 
celebrated, but it could upset the 
fragile balance that enabled the 
Bears to thrive. On his first series 
back, he threw an interception 
when trying to squeeze a pass 
between two defenders on the 
goal line. The play was forgiven 
only because Falcons safety 
Keion Carpenter fumbled and the 
Bears recovered. “We’ve won by 
protecting the football,” Turner 
says. “We want to incorporate 
more big plays and get more 
production but not at the 
expense of any of the things that 
got us where we are.” 

What offsets Grossman’s 
cowboy mentality is his uncanny 
feel for the game. He reads 
defenses well. He is instinctive. 
He reacts well to pressure. 


A FAREWELL TO 
(STRONG, ACCURATE) 
ARMS 


Getting to the playoffs without top quarterback 
play isn’t supposed to be any easier than getting 
on an airplane without identification. But except 
for Seattle, every NFC team that made the playoffs 
did it without the benefit of great passing. 

Seattle’s Matt Hasselbeck was among 12 NFL 
quarterbacks with a higher passer rating than 
Carolina’s Jake Delhomme, the top-rated passer 
among the other five NFC playoff quarterbacks. 
Kyle Orton, who started all but 


one game for the Bears, had 
the league's lowest passer 
rating among regular starters. 
Eli Manning, the Giants’ 
Grossman starter, completed only 52.8 
actually has percent of his passes and 
started eight fewer threw the second-most 
games in his interceptions in the NFL. 


career than Orton, 
mostly because he 
has had three 
injuries in three 
years. But he 


Three of six NFC playoff 
quarterbacks—Washington’s 
Mark Brunell, Tampa Bay's 
Chris Simms and Chicago’s Rex Grossman—did 
not begin the season as their team’s starters. 
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plays with the “What these teams have done is managed the 
cool of a position, as opposed to relying on it” one NFC 
10-year veteran. general manager says. “They've used their 

Bears receiver quarterbacks to help them win but haven't asked 
Muhsin them to be the reason they win. They've all played 
Muhammad solid defense and run the ball” 


explains it this 
way: “Playing the 
game you grew up 
in the back yard 
playing is a lot 
different from the 
technical X-and-O 
aspect of the 
sport. He’s really 
good at just lining 
up and playing the 
game and getting rid of the X’s 
and O’s, so to speak.” 

Grossman will change the way 
those X’s approach the Bears. For 
most of the season, defenses 
were putting enough men in the 
box to field a baseball team. After 
watching Grossman in the first 
half of Green Bay’s Week 16 loss 
to the Bears, Bates took the 
safety out of the box more in the 
second half. Linebackers also will 
be forced to get deeper drops and 
be less concerned with the 
possibility of a handoff, lest they 
suffer the same fate as Atlanta’s 
Demorrio Williams. The 
linebacker bit on play-action and 
couldn’t get back quickly enough 
to prevent a 22-yard connection 
to Muhammad on Grossman’s 
first play back. 


Anyone hoping for shootouts in the NFC 
playoffs will be disappointed. Ball-control battles 
are much more likely. 

Most of these passers were inconsistent but 
helped their teams win games at times. Only the 
Bears followed the blueprint of the 2000 Ravens, 
who asked the quarterback only to not lose the 
game. Now, with Grossman healthy, the Bears 
have a new blueprint. —D.P 


The defenses the Bears face in 
the playoffs likely will be more 
concerned about containing the 
quarterback than any defense 
they have faced this season. “I 
think he'll see more coverage 
variety in the postseason,” 
Chavous says. “A lot more 
combination coverage, a lot more 
disguise. It will be real important 
for them in those situations to 
give him some spread options, 
some four wides on third down. 
That's what he’s used to, and 
that’s where he'll be more 
successful.” 

All of which could mean the 
Bears will continue to win by 
running the ball and playing 
great defense. They'll just be 
doing it with more bounce in their 
step. TSN 


1/13/06 . SPORTING NEWS . 39 


INSIDER 


viyer @ sportingnews.com 


1 
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( Need directions to Ford Field? Here's how to get there. ) 


To beat the big dogs, 


avoid messes 
AFC field vs. the Colts 


Patriots (5:2). We've seen the Pats’ blueprint for 
beating Indy before: Tom Brady goes to work with an 
efficient ball-control offense, and Bill Belichick comes 
up with different coverage schemes to confuse Peyton 
Manning. The Colts won at Foxborough in the regular 
season, but their mental block will remain until they 
knock off the champs when it counts. 

Jaguars (8:1). Familiarity has bred the Jaguars’ 
contempt for their AFC South rivals, and Jacksonville’s 
hard-hitting style and upstart attitude will prevent the 
team from being intimidated. Though the Jags could 
get physical with Indy and keep the game close, their 
playoffs inexperience likely would be too much to 
overcome. 

Bengals (15:1). Carson Palmer makes this the 
only AFC team that could stay with the Colts in a 
shootout. The Bengals also have an opportunistic 
secondary—you can't beat Manning without 


NFC field vs. the Seahawks 


olding the top seed throughout the playoffs isn’t the only thing 
the Colts and Seahawks have in common. Each wins games with a 
daunting combination of an explosive, balanced offense and a 
strong pass-rushing defense that thwarts opponents who are 
forced to play catch-up. 
The odds are against either team losing before the big game in Detroit, 
but that doesn’t mean beating them is impossible—this is the NFL, after all. 


takeaways. But Cincinnati wouldn’t have an answer 
for Edgerrin James and couldn't cover Indy’s tight 
ends. It will be a couple of years before Cincinnati's 
“Colts Lite” will be at the level of the current Colts. 

Steelers (15:1). Everything would need to go just 
right: The Steelers would need an early lead to allow 
them to contro! the tempo with their run-heavy 
offense. On defense, an early lead would let them 
unleash disguised blitzes with their 3-4 defense and 
throw off Manning’s rhythm. Opponents need to throw 
25-plus times to beat the Colts, however, and 
Pittsburgh can’t win that way given Ben 
Roethlisberger's injured thumb. 

Broncos (30:1). They would need a dominant 
running game and a career game from Jake Plummer 
because Manning would pick apart their secondary— 
the Colts have beaten Denver by a total score of 
90-34 in the past two playoffs. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


Brady’s mastery of the makes 
the Patriots tough contenders. 


Bears (9:2). They are 
the most consistent team 
in the conference besides 
Seattle because of their 
dominant defense, one 
that could challenge the 
Seahawks’ stout offensive 
line with an unrelenting 
front four pass rush. And 
with Rex Grossman at 
quarterback, they would 
be better equipped to go 
after Seattle’s injury- 
tiddled secondary, But if 
the Bears’ defense 
couldn't force Seattle to 
abandon the running 
game, Shaun Alexander's 
cutback ability would 
burn the Bears’ aggressive pursuit. 

Panthers (5:1). You never know which 


The Panthers rely heavily on Smith— 
perhaps too heavily. 


Carolina team will show 
up. The Panthers have the 
defensive line and 
ballhawking secondary to 
frustrate Seattle 
quarterback Matt 
Hasselbeck early. 
Experience also is a 
factor: Coach John Fox 
and quarterback Jake 
Delhomme already have 
led the Panthers to a 
Super Bowl. Though 
Carolina has Steve Smith, 
Seattle has more 
playmakers with 
Alexander, Darrell Jackson 
and Joe Jurevicius. 
Redskins (8:1). They 


are the only NFC team to beat Seattle this 
season. To do it again, they would need to 


dominate time of possession and field position 
with a ball-control offense and great special 
teams play. That’s because their defense, though 
talented and disciplined, wouldn't be able to 
stop both Alexander and Hasselbeck. 

Buccaneers (10:1). Hasselbeck sometimes 
has trouble delivering the ball into tight spots in 
coverage and tends to force some deep throws, 
which would set up Tampa Bay's cover 2 for key 
takeaways. With Alexander running often behind 
left tackle Walter Jones and at Simeon Rice, 
Seattle could wear down Tampa’s pass rush. On 
defense, Seattle’s pressure would get to Chris 
Simms. 

Giants (15:1). With Eli Manning struggling 
and injuries mounting on defense, this is far from 
the same team that almost won in overtime at 
Seattle in Week 12. Tiki Barber's running again 
would need to carry New York, but he wouldn't 
match what Alexander would do against the 
Giants’ makeshift group of linebackers. TSN 


G Get inside the game and outside the box. Check out Vinnie lyers blog at sportingnews.com. 
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Both Steve McNair and the Titans appear motivated for the 
quarterback to return to the team for a 12th season, but there are 
some hurdles to clear. The first is the team’s desire to restructure 
MeNair's contract and give him a considerable pay cut. The team also 
might seek to come to an understanding with McNair about sitting out 
practices. Because he’s often beat up, McNair rarely practices late in 
the season. That wasn't a problem when the Titans had veteran 


receivers, but it has been a problem this year because he’s trying 


The pronouncement last week 
by Ravens owner § 

jotti that n Bi C 
would be the team’s coach in 
2006 was a long time in the 
making. Bisciotti and general 
manager Ozzie Newsome 
spent dozens of hours meeting 
about Billick’s fate. The 
meetings went on for more 
than a month, and Billick even joined some of them. The 
three examined how everything was fitting together. They 
discussed how to move forward and make the necessary 
improvements. Billick is expected to make changes on his 
staff, but none will be forced on him. > Talk about Cowboys 
coach S retiring won't hurt him in his ongoing 
contract talks with the team. Parcells has one year left on his 
deal. > The Rams recently extended general manager 

y's contract for one year, but that doesn’t mean 

the team won't have a new general manager by next summer. 
The team didn’t want to risk losing him and having no one in 
place to run the draft—hence, the extension. > Bears 
WR became a different player the last 
month of the season. The 2004 third-round pick turned a 
corner after almost going on injured reserve with a thumb 
injury. He has been more assertive, confident, relaxed and 
willing to step up. A speed receiver, Berrian also has improved his 
intermediate routes. QB an’s return has helped. Another factor in 
Berrian’s breakout could be the Bears’ releasing veteran , who 
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By and by, it'll be good 
to have a bye 


Only twice since the NFL went to 12 teams in 
the playoffs in 1990 have the top seeds from both 
conferences advanced to the Super Bowl, and the 
last time was in 1993 (Dallas vs. Buffalo). But 
along with the first seed comes a first-round bye, 
which has been the biggest predictor of 
postseason success in the past 15 years; only 
five teams that have played in the wild-card 
round have won conference championships. 
History may not favor a Colts-Seahawks Super 
Bowl, but it’s also stacked against any team other 
than the Bears or Broncos pulling off a major 
upset. 


The Ravens need to stick with 


Derrick Mason and rookie Mark Clayton. 


Miami's coming back strong in September. 


competitive in the SEC. 


as their quarterback. Since 
recovering from his toe injury, Boller has developed chemistry with 


Nick Saban gets a coach of the year vote here. The Dolphins were 
expected to be AFC doormats, but Saban led the team to a rare 
undefeated December and a surprising 9-7 season, which bodes well for 


Matt Leinart is the consensus top quarterback prospect, but Vanderbilt's 
Jay Cutler will be the better value pick in Round 1. Don't be fooled by the 
school—Cutler's poise and athleticism kept the Commodores 


to establish chemistry with a group of young receivers. Even if 


had a big presence among the team’s receivers. > The 
Bengals have plenty of weapons on offense, but they also 
have I , a coordinator who knows how to 
deploy them. In fact, one AFC defensive coordinator said he 
thought Bratkowski was the best play-caller he faced this 
season. » The Packers are trying to re-sign LE Aarot 

. Kampman, who is scheduled to be a free agent, 
isn’t a superstar, but he is the type of player teams like to 
build around because of his character, work ethic and locker 
room presence. Kampman has improved every year he has 
been in the league. He would be especially difficult for the 
Packers to replace because they don’t have another end who 
can play all four downs effectively. > RB Tiki Barber has 
been as valuable to the Giants on the sideline and in 
meeting rooms as he has been on the field, where he has 
garnered attention as an MVP candidate. Barber has been 


the leader of the Giants’ offense. He’s known for excellent communication with 
linemen, other backs, QB EI 
trying to help make the next play more effective. 


nning and the coaching staff. He’s always 
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AFG EAST 


BUFFALO BILLS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: WR Eric Moulds probably will be a salary cap casualty 
because he isn't likely to accept a lower-paying deal and become the No. 2 receiver. 
That’s good news for free agent Josh Reed; the team wants to have an experienced 
receiver who can complement Lee Evans because young WRs Roscoe Parrish and 
Sam Aiken are unproven. The team could look for a long-term solution at offensive 
tackle in the draft because LT Mike Gandy is better suited to play guard and Mike 
Williams, the fourth pick in the 2002 draft, failed at right tackle and left guard and 
probably will be gone. FINAL GRADES: Offense: F The rushing attack vanished in the 
second half of the season, and the team settled for too many field goals. Defense: D. 
The unit gave up more big plays than it made. Special teams: A. The kicking game 
was solid, and KR Terrence McGee was great. Coaching: D. The staff was wrong about 
QB J.P Losman’s being ready to start, and the defense fell off. —Allen Wilson 


MIAMI DOLPHINS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: Miami needs to improve at quarterback and cornerback. 
It could draft a quarterback in the first round, nab a veteran or both. It is hoping to 
have a shot at Vanderbilt's Jay Cutler but might need to trade up to get him, perhaps 
using RB Ricky Williams as bait. The club also will keep an eye on veterans Steve 
MeNair, Patrick Ramsey and Aaron Brooks. Look for the Dolphins to bring in two 
corners with size, speed and cover ability, perhaps one with an early draft pick. 

CB Sam Madison, whose lack of recovery speed and poor tackling frustrated the team, 
is likely to be cut or traded. Free-agent CB Nate Clements and likely Jets cap casualty 
Ty Law will be on the club's radar. FINAL GRADES: Offense: C+. The quarterback play 
must improve. Defense: B. The run defense was solid. The pass rush came on late. 
Special teams: B+. Coverage was excellent. The kicking and returns were solid. 
Coaching: A. Players understand Nick Saban's emphasis on quality. —Jason Cole 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS 
rr " PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The pass 
— rush prevented opponents from 
testing the defense downfield late in 
the season. With rookie Ellis Hobbs 
at one corner and Asante Samuel, 
who is mediocre, at the other, the 
secondary is shaky. The pass rush 
must continue to excel for the team 
to be a threat. The running game also 
needs to improve. The run blocking 
has been inconsistent, and RB Corey 
Dillon has battled injuries. Look for 
OT Tom Ashworth to be used as a 
lead blocker in an attempt to open 
bigger holes. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: B. QB Tom Brady has carried 
the unit. Defense: C+. It finished 
strong but was the worst unit in 
football in the middle of the season. 
Special teams: B-. The return game was mediocre all season. Coaching: B+. Despite 
heavy turnover, the staff was able to fix the defense. —Tom Curran 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


NEW YORK JETS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The Jets plan to blow up the offense. The big question is 
QB Chad Pennington, whose shoulder is holding the team hostage. The Jets must 
acquire a starting-caliber veteran; candidates are Billy Volek, Jon Kitna and Patrick 
Ramsey. The club would like to draft a replacement for RB Curtis Martin, who might 
become a part-time player. The offensive line, a major disappointment, needs an 
overhaul. Virginia OT D'Brickashaw Ferguson might be a target in the first round of the 
draft. On defense, the team must try to give E John Abraham a long-term deal. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: F Quarterback injuries ruined everything. This was one of the 
worst offenses in Jets history, and that's saying something. Defense: ©. A promising unit 
underachieved. The team needs a 300-pounder to plug the middle. Special teams: B. 
They found a kicker (Mike Nugent) and a punter (Ben Graham). Coaching: C. Injuries 
played a major role, but the team still should've won more games. —Rich Cimini 
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No disrespect to the Colts or 
Seahawks or any other playoff 
team, but I don’t see how 
anybody but the Patriots can be 
considered the favorite to win the 
Super Bow! this year. 

For starters, they’re the 
two-time defending champs. More 
than any other team, they know 
what it takes to win in the 
postseason. But it goes beyond 
that. 

When it comes to devising a 
game plan or making a key 
decision in the heat of battle, is 
there any coach you'd rather 
have than Bill Belichick? 

If it comes down to a field goal, 
is there any kicker you'd rather 
have than Adam Vinatieri? 

If it comes down to a key drive 
in bad weather, in a hostile 
environment or under the most 
intense pressure, is there any 
quarterback you'd rather have 
than Tom Brady? 

I didn’t think so. 

Brady carried the team when 
the defense was depleted by 
injury, his running backs were 
falling like flies and the left side of 
his line was in shambles. He 
responded with perhaps his best 
season, including a league- and 
career-high 4,110 yards passing. 
When you watch Brady play, 
understand you're watching one 
of the greatest quarterbacks 
ever. 

Brady sets the tone 
for a team that has 
been battling for 
respect—heck, for 
its postseason 
life—all season. 
The Patriots 


Think 
the Pats 
are 
ready 
to hand 
over their 
crown? Not if 
Brady continues 
to have his way. 


The Patriots—who else?— 
will win it all 


never have been able to relax or 
get comfortable, which probably 
has been the best thing for a team 
that won three of the past four 
Super Bowls. New England has 
played hungry all season, and it 
must maintain that mind-set the 
rest of the way because it will 
lose home-field advantage after 
this weekend. 

Not that it really needs that 
advantage. Yes, the Patriots 
already lost this season in Denver 
and at home to Indianapolis. But 
that was before the team was 
near full strength, and do you 
think the Patriots are really afraid 
of the Broncos in Mile High? Or 
the Colts in the RCA Dome? No 
way. I guarantee you Belichick 
was thinking about this 
possibility in June and that he has 
schemes in mind that neither the 
Broncos nor the Colts have seen. 
He'll have a completely different 
blueprint the second time 
around, and it won’t matter 
where the game is played. 

The Patriots go into this 
postseason as strong as they ever 
have. They have all the 
components it takes to win. And I 
fully expect they will. 


Brian Baldinger, an offensive lineman 


for 12 NFL seasons, can be heard on 


Sporting News Radio and seen on FOX 
Sports. Listen online at 
radio.sportingnews.com. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


AFG NORTH __ 


BALTIMORE RAVENS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: QB Kyle Boller looked more comfortable at the end of 
the season, but he still is raw. A veteran should be brought in to challenge him for the 
Starting job. Will Demps likely won't be back, so the team will need to find a starter 
at safety. Also, backup CBs Deion Sanders and Dale Carter could retire or not be 
asked back. RBs Jamal Lewis and Chester Taylor are free agents. Lewis could be 
designated the franchise player, then the team could seek a trade for him. If Taylor is 
re-signed, the offensive scheme will need an overhaul. FINAL GRADES: Offense: D+. 
The club never found its identity and was dreadful in the red zone. Defense: B-, The 
linemen couldn't rush the passer, and the secondary had communication problems— 
but the overall performance was solid. Special teams: C. P Dave Zastudil was 
excellent, and K Matt Stover was reliable. Coaching: D. Brian Billick lost focus, and 
his team lacked discipline. —Mike Preston 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
CINCINNATI BENGALS @@ @ 6 @ 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: Issues on 
defense and a lack of playoff 
experience could be insurmountable. 
When the Bengals don't force fumbles 
and grab interceptions, they're in 
trouble. LBs Odell Thurman, Brian 
Simmons and Landon Johnson and 
LDE Justin Smith must do a better job 
of controlling gaps, fighting off blocks 
and tackling. The club's playoff 
formula: Build a lead, bleed the clock 
and hope the defense can hang on. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: A-, 

QB Carson Palmer is the real deal. 
Defense: B. The unit was inconsistent. 
Special teams: C+. K Shayne Graham 
is accurate and P Kyle Larson is 
improved, but the coverage units are 
shaky. Coaching: B+. Coach Marvin 
Lewis reached the playoffs in three 
seasons—a miracle. —Chick Ludwig 


KEVIN TANAKA FOR TSN 


CLEVELAND BROWNS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: Retaining G.M. Phil Savage kept the team from suffering 
further chaos, but it must solve the internal problems that nearly led to his departure. 
On the field, Job 1 will be determining whether QB Charlie Frye can function as the 
starter in 2006. The Browns must re-sign WR Antonio Bryant as insurance because 
TE Kellen Winslow and WR Braylon Edwards are coming off knee surgeries. On defense, 
help will be added for the front seven. Re-signing E Orpheus Roye is a priority—the 
front three would be thin without him. Look for the Browns to use high draft picks on a 
left tackle, defensive lineman and linebacker. FINAL GRADES: Offense: D+. The 
passing game struggled. Defense: C+. The team lacked a difference-maker in the 
front seven. Special teams: D+. Good work by K Phil Dawson and KR Josh Cribbs was 
weighed down by poor coverage and penalties. Coaching: C. Romeo Crennel is tough 
and respected, but there’s no proof his schemes will work. —Steve Doerschuk 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
PITTSBURGH STEELERS 0000 @ 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The club is in position to make a playoff run starting at 
Cincinnati, though it never has won a road playoff game under Bill Cowher (0-3). 
The offensive line is coming together partly because of the return of LT Marvel 
Smith (ankle). The club is healthy and will start virtually the same players it did 
when it beat the Bengals in October. QB Ben Roethlisberger must prove he can 


avoid last year’s mistakes (five interceptions in two playoff games). Against the 
Bengals in December, he threw three picks and the Steelers lost. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: B. The line jelled at the right time. Defense; B+. The run defense was 
good; the secondary improved. Special teams; B. Antwaan Randle El had two TD 
punt returns. Coaching: B+. Cowher is best when backed into a corner, and the 
club won four straight games in nabbing a wild-card spot. —Gerry Dulac 


Playoff horoscopes 


Forget the “any given Sunday” adage. The stars know, and they're 


shedding light on the fates of some of the postseason’s biggest names. 


ARIES Peyton Manning. You will begin handing down the 
family legacy to Elisha. It’s sad that legacy is the inability 
to win big games. 


TAURUS Steve Smith. Speed kills, but that still doesn’t 
explain why you'll be accused of murdering several 
defensive backs. 


GEMINI Brian Urlacher. Practicing your Super Bowl 
Shuffle will prove beneficial. You won't miss commercials 
when you shuffle from the couch to the fridge during the 
Super Bowl. 


CANCER Marcus Stroud. Few people can claim to have 
your talent. But after the playoffs, millions of people will 
be able to claim to have the same number of Super Bowl 
rings as you. 


LEO Tom Brady. You've often wondered what the phrase 
“never look a gift horse in the mouth” means. 
Unfortunately, you'll find out in two weeks when you meet 
a gifted horse. 


VIRGO Shaun Alexander. The stars will not stab you in the 
back this year, but some superstars will shut you down in 
the near future, 


LIBRA Rudi Johnson. You continue to be an unheralded 
part of your team. But don’t worry—the rest of your team 
will join you as an afterthought before much longer. 


SCORPIO Michael Strahan. The best offense is a good 
defense; offense wins games, but defense wins 
championships. None of this applies to you. 


SAGITTARIUS Jake Plummer. This year will not bring 
change. Most people take comfort in a routine, but 
because yours is losing in the playoffs, you may want to 
try something else. 


CAPRICORN Chad Johnson. Live by the idea of speaking 
softly but carrying a big stick. The stick alone could get 
you to your desired destination. So please start speaking 
softly. 


AQUARIUS Fred Taylor. An injury will keep you from 
performing at your optimal level. C’mon, the stars know. 
Trust us on this one. It seems like a stretch, but it will 
happen. 


PISCES Ben Roethlisberger. The good news: You won't 
hurt yourself riding your motorcycle sans helmet. The bad 
news: Your football helmet won't prevent picks. 

—Zach Bodendieck 
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He stood in front of the 
thousands gathered to mourn the 
death of his son, and he talked 
about faith, about love, about a 
teen struggling to find himself, 
about parenting and all its 
mysteries, about how he just 
wished he had hugged James 
when they last were together 
instead of waving goodbye. He 
was not a coach on this day; he 
was a father, a sad, hurting dad. 
But watching Tony Dungy, and 
listening to him, you could see 
how this quiet, modest person 
can gain the respect and loyalty 
of a team. 

He is not phony. He does not 
preach. He has so much strength 
and belief that he is willing to 
admit to failures, to expose 
doubts, to question himself. Too 
often, those in sports flaunt their 
faith but lack true conviction. 
Dungy is not one of those men. 
His faith is shown through how 
he treats others—fairly, with 


HOUSTON TEXANS 
OFFSEASON GAN 


i Ar pe 
» JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS 


| PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: QB Byron Leftwich (broken ankle) has missed five games but could 
Start his first career playoff game. David Garrard, who finished 4-1 in Leftwich’s absence, 
|) might be a better option. Starting CB Kenny Wright (knee) and MLB Mike Peterson (wrist) 
| were injured Sunday and could be out. David Richardson or rookie Scott Starks, neither of 
whom inspires confidence, could replace Wright. Backup LB Tony Gilbert is a big hitter but 


In a time of personal tragedy, 
Dungy’s faith is letting him lead 


N: There already has been a coaching 
change, and there will be changes in schemes and player 
personnel. The Texans are expected to switch to a 4-3 defense 
under a new coordinator. The offensive line finally will get the 
attention it deserves in the draft and the free-agent market. 
Drafting a left tackle would be a mistake in light of Chester Pitts’ 
strong play. RB Jonathan Wells, who was the team’s most 
versatile player this season, is a free agent and wants to return, 
but he likely won't if the team drafts Southern California 

RB Reggie Bush. QB David Carr will be back and, with better 
protection, likely will have a breakout season. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: D, Sacks increased and points decreased despite 
changes in the scheme. Defense: D. The unit struggled to stop both 
the run and the pass. Special teams: B+. Jerome Mathis made the 
kick return unit formidable. Coaching: D. Dom Capers kept the 
team together but ended up losing his job. —Megan Manfull 
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dignity, with unending class—and 
how he conducts his life, with 
great courage and honesty. It will 
be shown now by how he deals 
with this tragedy, the nightmare 
of any parent, losing a child. 

I learned so much about him 
last spring when we were doing a 
Father's Day column on his work 
to improve fatherhood among pro 
athletes, particularly those 
players with children out of 
wedlock. During our 
conversations, he never once 
mentioned his own dad was near 
death. To bring his father into the 
column would have changed its 
emphasis to a much more 
emotional look at Dungy himself. 
And that was not the reason, in 
his mind, for the story. It was not 
about him; it was about a subject 
he felt desperately needed 
attention. 

Most of those thousands who 
mourned at that Tampa church 
did not know James Dungy. But 
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not the playmaker Peterson is. Given those questions, a lengthy run is unlikely. FINAL GRAI 


Defense: B+. The pass rush bailed out a suspect secondary. Special teams: B. Kickoff 


Offense: C, It's hard to gauge because the opposition was so poor in the second half. 


| coverage was poor, but that was the unit's only negative element. Coaching: B+. Jack Del 


| Rio helped the team to its first playoff berth since 1999. —Bart Hubbuch 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS 
PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: Clinching home-field advantage early 
allowed the team to rest several banged-up starters, including 
Dis Corey Simon and Montae Reagor and FS Bob Sanders. 
The Colts must have all three at full strength because they make 
the run defense significantly better. RT Ryan Diem (sprained 
MCL) is the only starter who might miss the playoffs. If he does, 
RG Jake Scott will move to tackle, and rookie Dylan Gandy will 
Start at guard. F 


Al CRA 


FINAL GRADES: Offense: A. It was effective 


whether QB Peyton Manning was throwing or RB Edgerrin 
James was running. Defense: A-. The front four followed 

DE Dwight Freeney’s relentless lead, and the Colts allowed 247 
points, 104 fewer than they did last season. Special teams: C-. 
Kickoffs, coverage and returns were unsatisfactory. Coaching: A. 
It's hard to imagine the staff handling the hype surrounding 
the 13-0 start any better. —Mike Chappell 


The manner in which Dungy has handled his son’s death speaks to the 


class and dignity with which he conducts his life. 


they knew his father, and their 
respect for him drew them to the 
church, to lift up him and his 
family with love. Those with kids 
of their own sat there wondering 
how they could possibly cope 
with what had happened to 
Dungy, much less be able to 
express themselves publicly as he do better. 
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did on this day. 

And now he has returned to his 
job as coach; it is part, he says, of 
the necessary healing process. 
We marvel at his will. If you want 
a model to follow for yourself or 
for your kids, think first about 
Tony Dungy. It would be hard to 


QB Steve McNair likely will return 
with a reworked deal, but the 
offense still needs more speed and 
help at receiver. With some rare 
spending money, the team will try to 
add free-agent playmakers. The 
Offensive line also could take on a 
new look; LT Brad Hopkins’ and 

RG Benji Olson's contracts need to 
be adjusted, and if free-agent 

C Justin Hartwig isn’t retained, 
Eugene Amano will become a 
starter. On defense, the top priority 
is to re-sign LE Kyle Vanden Bosch, 
but upgrades also are needed at 
safety and linebacker. Free-agent 
SS Tank Williams finished strong 
but struggled most of the season. 

S Vincent Fuller will be a bigger 
factor in 2006 after lea most of 
‘05 (ankle). FINAL GRADES 
Offense: D, The unit canted too 
many turnovers. Defense: D, The 
team didn’t get stops when it 
needed them. Special teams: B. 
The coverage units were solid. 
Coaching: D. The NFl’s youngest 
team didn't appear to make much 
progress. —Jim Wyatt 


CHRIS O'MEARA / AP 
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DENVER BRONCOS 


SCOUTS VIEWS 


Observations and opinions from two NFL scouts, one from each conference 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: Denver 
finally should have its entire 
roster healthy. The return of 
Darrent Williams (groin) gives 
the team its strongest trio of 
cornerbacks since its Super 
Bowl years. But pressuring the 
quarterback might be a 
problem; the team had just 28 
sacks this season. Coordinator 
Larry Coyer picks his spots to 
blitz, but he might need to find 
ways to create more pressure 
against the AFC’s top passers. 
The Broncos believe they can 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 


tun against anybody; opponents figure to stack the line and force QB Jake 
Plummer to beat them. Denver will keep running even if yardage is hard to come 
by. FINAL GRADES: Offense: A-. An efficient Plummer complemented the run 
game. Defense: B+. The rookie corners were excellent; the takeaways were a 
godsend. Special teams: B. A consistent return game would be nice. Coaching: A. 
This could be Mike Shanahan's best coaching job in Denver. —Lee Rasizer 


KANSAS CITY CHIEFS 
OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: Much will 
depend on the direction Dick Vermeil's 
successor wants to take the team, but 
the lineup might not change much. 
There are two regulars scheduled to be 
free agents, but both players—FB Tony 
Richardson and DT Lional Dalton— 
can be replaced. All the defensive 
starters except Dalton and LB Kendrell 
Bell likely will return. Bell was an 
underachiever and could be replaced 
by former starter Shawn Barber. The 
club is aging on offense; RG Will Shields, 
a key lineman, might retire. The team 
needs to find a premier receiver—it will 
look for a free agent—and also must 
address the Larry Johnson-Priest 
Holmes situation. The Chiefs are far 
more effective using one feature back. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: B+. The unit 
overcame a slow start. Defense: D+. It 
was improved but still inconsistent. 
Special teams; C-. KR/PR Dante Hall 
wasn’t much of a factor; the coverage 
units struggled. Coaching: C+. The 
team never put the defensive pieces 
together. —Adam Teicher 


SAN DIEGO CHARGERS 


OAKLAND RAIDERS 
OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The first 
task of a new coach—if, as expected, 
Norv Turner is fired—will be deciding 
the fate of QB Kerry Collins. Collins is 
willing to restructure his contract, but 
don't be surprised if the team makes a 
run at acquiring Vikings QB Daunte 
Culpepper. None of the offensive 
linemen played at the desired level, 

so look for as many as three new 
starters in 2006. Don’t expect 

CB Charles Woodson or SS Derrick 
Gibson back. Woodson is too 
injury-prone for the long-term deal he 
wants. Renaldo Hill and Jarrod Cooper 
are better options at strong safety. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: C-. 

WR Randy Moss and RB LaMont 
Jordan didn't meet expectations. 
Defense: C. It was better than expected, 
especially in light of all the youth. 
Special teams: C. P Shane Lechler 
and KR Chris Carr were effective, but 
K Sebastian Janikowski had his worst 
year. Coaching: D. Penalties, dropped 
passes and inconsistency reflect on 
the staff. —Steve Corkran 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: QB Philip Rivers was expected to return even before Drew 
Brees injured his right arm in the season finale. Rivers almost certainly won't be 
dangled as trade bait now. G.M. A.J. Smith believes in having two quality quarterbacks 
to guard against injuries. The team will be $20 million under the salary cap, so it will 
have few financial limitations as it attacks problem spots, such as the secondary and 
offensive line. Expect Smith to pursue one or two playmaking safeties. RT Shane Olivea 
was inconsistent, and Leander Jordan was not an adequate fill-in for LT Roman Oben 
(foot). The team likely will draft a nose tackle to develop behind Pro Bow! pick Jamal 
Williams. FINAL GRADES: Offense: A-. The only thing missing was a consistent line. 
Defense: B-. The secondary was porous and lacked big-play ability. Special teams: C. 
The punting was great, but there were too many letdowns in coverage. Coaching: C. 
Curious decisions early might have affected the team’s playoff chances. —Kevin Acee 


A lot of people look at the Giants and talk 
about Michael Strahan, but Antonio Pierce 
was the backbone of that defense and an 
emotional leader for the entire team. I 
think they'll have a difficult time in the 
playoffs if he can’t play. ... TJ. 
Houshmandzadeh has been an emerging 
player for the past two years for 
Cincinnati. He’s a big guy who knows how to 
get open. He's not overly fast, but his playing 
speed is good enough and he’s come up with 
clutch plays. ... Lovie Smith would be my pick for 
coach of the year just because of what the Bears 
have done: getting into the playoffs as the 
No. 2 seed without their starting quarterback 
and without a whole lot of offense most of 
the season. What Lovie gets commended for 
more than anything is being able to manage the 
game without some 
of his star players. 
... [think Chad 
Pennington will be 
back with the Jets 
next season. I don’t 
know how effective 
he'll be or to what 
level he can take it 
compared to what 
the original 
expectations were 
for him. But he’s a 
competitor, and 
they were a better 
team when he was 
in there. ... Adrian Wilson deserved to make the Pro Bowl. Once the 
Cardinals started playing him in the box, he did what he does best, 
which is blitz and help shut down the run. ... There’s a good fit between 
what Chris Cooley does as an H-back for the Redskins and what Joe Gibbs 
had been looking for since he got back into the league. Cooley can block, 
run patterns and catch, and he does a nice job of running after the catch. 
You can line him up at tight end or fullback. ... If Jerome Bettis retires, I'll 
remember him as a guy who had a great passion for playing and as a 
leader who had a lot of respect for others in the game. He’s one of the 
top five rushers of all time. That’s a great accomplishment considering 
all the great halfbacks who have played this game. 
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)) HEAR, HEAR 


‘It’s time. This organization 
needs someone younger and 
\ wi stronger who’s got a vision 

‘) and can stay long enough to 
get it done.’ 

—Retiring Chiefs coach neil, 
talking to Jim Talamonti of Sporting New: 
Radio after Kansas City's season-ending 
win over Cincinnati 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 
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TROY AIKMAN 


For whatever reason, the Giants’ 
defense doesn’t get much respect. Maybe 
it’s because of all the flash on the other 
side of the ball, with Tiki Barber, Eli 
Manning, Jeremy Shockey and those guys. 
Maybe it’s the defense’s recent spate of 
injuries. And maybe it’s because the league 
says the defense isn’t very good. After all, 
according to the official NFL rankings, the 
Giants ranked 25th in total defense 
heading into Week 17. 

Funny, I’ve watched a lot of Giants 
games this season, and that defense is 
pretty darned good. It forces turnovers, it 
limits scoring, and it stiffens in the red 
zone. These are things good defenses do. 

So how does a unit like that rank so low? 
Well, the league rankings are based on one 
number: yards allowed. Nothing else. But 
there is so much more that determines the 
quality of a team’s offense or defense: 
points, turnovers, red zone efficiency, 
yards per play, first-down and third-down 
efficiency. That’s why the Aikman 
Efficiency Ratings, my system for ranking 
team performance, factor in those criteria. 
And that’s why the Giants’ AER rating of 


Surprise! The AER reflects some intriguing 
numbers among the playoff teams 


10th is a much truer reflection of their 
defense than the official league rankings. 
As we head into the playoffs, it’s worth 
examining these ratings because the Giants 
aren’t the only surprise. Pittsburgh is 
known for its tough defense, but its offense 
is better than you might think (eighth in 
AER, 16th in NFL). The Steelers are one of 
the most balanced playoff teams and could 
make some noise in a wide-open AFC race. 
The Panthers and Bucs also are 
intriguing. Both teams are among the 
league’s best on defense in both ranking 
systems, but their offenses don’t get 
nearly enough love from the league. | 
wouldn’t say Carolina or Tampa Bay is 
ahead of Seattle, Chicago or New York in 
the NFC, but don’t write them off. Both 
teams are capable of pulling off upsets. 
Check out my ratings. It’s interesting to 
see how they differ from the NFUs— 
especially when you notice the heavy 
concentration of playoff teams atop the lists. 
oh The Troy Aikman Show is broadcast at 5 p.m. 
ET every Thursday through the Super Bowl 
on Sporting News Radio. Listen online at 


fadio.sportingnews.com. 


Aikman Efficiency Ratings 


OFFENSE DEFENSE 
Aikman NFL Team = AER Aikman NFL Team = AER 
1 1 Seahawks 93.5 1 1 Bears 92.9 
23S GColts 89.9 2 4 Panthers 85.1 
T3 4 Bengals 88.8 3 3 Steelers 83.3 
T3 8 Chargers 88.8 4 2 Bucs 80.2 
5 5 Broncos 86.4 5 6 Jaguars 79.0 
6 2 Chiefs 84.7 6 15 Seahawks 78.5 
7 7 Patriots 83.7 7 9 Colts 78.2 
T8 16 Steelers 82.6 8 11 Cowboys 78.1 
T8 11 Falcons 82.6 9 7 Redskins 77.7 
10 17 Jaguars 80.7 10 25 Giants 77.6 
11 12 Redskins 80.55 11 16 Broncos 77.5 
12 6 Giants 79.9 12 5 Ravens 76.9 
13 22 Panthers 78.6 13 20 Dolphins 76.1 
14 13 Cowboys 77.0 1714 21 Lions 75:5 
15 9 Rams 73.9 114 26 Vikings 75.5 
Ti6 23 Bucs 73.8 716 18 Falcons 75.1 
T16 21 Raiders 73.8 716 13 Chargers 75.1 
18 19 Eagles 72.4 18 28 Chiefs 75.0 
19 14 Titans 70.9 19 10 Cardinals 74.2 
20 30 Texans 70.1 20 22 Bengals 73.9 
21 15 Dolphins 68.9 21 8 _ Packers 72.6 
22 18 Packers 68.3 22 27 Eagles 72.4 
23 27 Lions 67.4 23 19 Browns 72.2 
T24 24 Ravens 67.3 24 12 Jets 71.6 
724 10 Cardinals 67.3 125 14 Saints 70.5 
26 20 Saints 67.1 125 23 Raiders 70.5 
27 26 Vikings 66.9 27 24 Patriots 70.0 
28 29 Bills 66.5 28 17 Titans 69.0 
29 28 Bears 65.9 29 32 49ers 66.2 
30 31 Jets 63.9 30 29 Bills 65.0 
31 25 Browns 63.5 31 30 Rams 63.4 
32 32 49ers 60.0 32 31 Texans 60.0 


DALLAS COWBOYS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The 
offensive line needs to be upgraded, 
and the team must decide whether 
to use a zone blocking or a man 
blocking scheme in the running 
game. It used both this season. A 
zone scheme would require smaller, 
quicker linemen; a man scheme 
would require more depth because 
Gs Larry Allen and Marco Rivera are 
on the decline. Ideally, the team 
would add a true free safety—Keith 
Davis is vulnerable to play-action 
passes. Another speed receiver is 
needed; Keyshawn Johnson and 
Terry Glenn are in their 30s, and 
Patrick Crayton isn't enough of a 
threat. There's a good chance 

RE Greg Ellis and NT La’Roi Glover 
will leave—they don't appear to be 
g00d fits in the 3-4. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: C+. More consistency 
would have meant a playoff berth. 
Defense: B+. Fifteen players put up 
sacks for a much-improved unit. 
Special teams: D. Missed field-goal 
tries proved costly. Coaching: B. By 
keeping this team on an even keel, 
Bill Parcells did one of his best 
jobs. —Jean-Jacques Taylor 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The 
team must address several areas to 
get back to an elite level. On 
defense, the front four needs to be 
revised. The team could look at 

E Kyle Vanden Bosch (Titans) and 

T Larry Tripplett (Colts) orT Rocky 
Bernard (Seahawks). Vanden Bosch 
would complement Jevon Kearse, 
and Tripplett or Bernard would 
provide a tackle who could pressure 
the quarterback. The team needs an 
outside linebacker who can blitz, but 
this staff has not been able to find 
one in the draft. Even if WR Todd 
Pinkston (Achilles’) returns, the 
team needs a big veteran receiver. 
Eric Moulds (Bills) or Joe Jurevicius 
(Seahawks) might fit in. It also 
needs a reliable backup 
quarterback and to re-sign RT Jon 
Runyan. FINAL GRADES: Offense: D. 
As soon as WR Terrell Owens 
departed, so did yards and points. 
Defense: D. It gave up the most 
points in Jim Johnson's tenure. 
Special teams: C+. It was the only 
area that improved by season's end. 
Coaching: D. Andy Reid mishandled 
the Owens mess. —Mark Eckel 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
NEW YORK GIANTS @@0° © 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The recent rash of injuries could 
not have come at a worse time, though DT William Joseph 
is close to returning and MLB Antonio Pierce might return 
if the team has an extended run. Still, a defense that often 
was the team’s strength might be its most vulnerable area. 
The big question on offense: Which Eli Manning will show 


Fa up? Though he can nip up any defense, he also can sink 
into a 12-for-31, two-pick type of day. TE Jeremy Shockey 

z (ankle) missed the finale but could return against Carolina. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: B+. RB Tiki Barber gets an A+, 
but the passing game was erratic. Defense: B, The 

Ss secondary has been a problem all year. 

Special teams: A-. This was the Giants’ best special teams unit in a long time. Coaching: B+. 

Tom Coughlin's only flaw was abandoning the run too quickly at times. —Ralph Vacchiano 


Manning 


WASHINGTON REDSKINS @g 00> 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: Few teams are as ready for the playoffs. The defensive line has been 
generating a pass rush without the help of linebackers or defensive backs. DT Cornelius 
Griffin is getting a strong push, and RE Phillip Daniels has been a force. However, depth at 
cornerback is a major concern. Shawn Springs is hampered by a groin injury, Carlos Rogers 
(torn biceps) is out, and Ade Jimoh left the Eagles game with an irregular heartbeat. The 


offense combines short-yardage efficiency with big-play ability. Clinton Portis is as close to 
fresh as a back can be at this time of the season, but QB Mark Brunell needs to be more 
accurate than he was against the Eagles. FINAL GRADES: Offense: B. Someone must step 
forward as the No. 2 receiver. Defense: A. The front four has been excellent. Special teams: 
B+. The team won the field-position battles down the stretch. Coaching: A. The offensive staff 
finds opponents’ every weakness. —Paul Woody 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
CHICAGO BEARS @@ 008 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The Bears feel good about their situation—regardless of 
their opponent in the second round—because they have allowed only five 
touchdowns at home all season. The front four helped the secondary in the second 
half of the season by stepping up the pass rush. The defense will benefit from the 


return of SS Mike Brown (calf). On 
offense, QB Rex Grossman has to 
harness his gunslinger attitude and not 
force throws because RB Thomas Jones 
remains the focal point. Rookie 

K Robbie Gould remains a concern. He 
has struggled from beyond 40 yards. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: C+. Jones 
has carried the unit, but Grossman is 
providing the potential for more 
balance. Defense: A. A healthy Brian 
Urlacher made all the difference. 
Special teams: C+. The coverage units 
were solid, but the punt returns were a 
white-knuckle experience. Coaching: A. 
Lovie Smith made all the right moves at 
quarterback. —Brad Biggs 


DETROIT LIONS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The Lions will look for a veteran to compete with QB Joey 
Harrington, or they might try to trade for a younger player with experience. LT Jeff 
Backus and pass-rush specialist Kalimba Edwards are the notable free agents who 
might leave; losing Backus would create a big hole in the line. The offensive skill 
positions are set, but an infusion of young linemen with size and toughness and a 
blocking tight end are needed. Other than CB Dre’ Bly, the defense lacks playmakers. 
The linebackers are solid—if they can stay healthy. FINAL GRADES: Offense: D-. The 
running strategy was weak, and the passing game was a mix of dinks and dunks. 
Defense: B. It wasn't dominant, but it played well enough to be a playoff contender, 
especially early in the season. Special teams: B-. The kicking game was excellent, but 
the return units took a big step back. Coaching: D-. Too many young players never 
developed, and the offensive scheme didn't make much sense. —Tom Kowalski 


GREEN BAY PACKERS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: Regardless 
of whether QB Brett Favre returns, the 
priority will be acquiring running backs, 
interior offensive linemen and 
playmakers on defense, RB Samkon 
Gado is penciled in as the starter next 
year, but G.M. Ted Thompson will target 
a back in the draft and one in the free- 
agent market. He isn't a fan of signing 
free agents, but he has to restock the 
line, especially if he lets free-agent 

C Mike Flanagan go. The draft will be 
focused on defense. The team’s top pick 
should be an explosive lineman ora 
shutdown corner. A pass-rushing end, 
such as N.C. State's Mario Williams, 
would be ideal, FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: F Favre played like a rookie at 
times, the line underachieved, and 
receivers were injured. Defense: C. 
Absent many playmakers, it was steady. 
Special teams: D-. There was talent in 
the coverage and blocking units; the 
skill players failed. Coaching: C. Mike 
Sherman kept the club together but 
deserves blame for not adjusting when 
injuries hit. —Tom Silverstein 


MINNESOTA VIKINGS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: Owner Zygi 
Wilf will change the look of the team, 
starting with a reconfigured front office 
and a new coaching staff. No matter 
who coaches, the team must improve 
at running back. Michael Bennett is 
likely to leave as a free agent, Mewelde 
Moore is not an every-down back, and 
Onterrio Smith isn't eligible for 
reinstatement until May. QB Daunte 
Culpepper says he will be recovered 
from knee surgery in time for camp, but 
it's more likely he won't be ready until 
midseason. QB Brad Johnson or 
another veteran will have to fill in. 

C Matt Birk, who has been plagued by 
injuries to his midsection for two years, 
might be asked to take a pay cut if he 
wants to return. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: D. It never established an 
identity. Defense: C+. Early chaos gave 
way to competence. Special teams: 8. 
KR Koren Robinson was strong, and 
the coverage units were solid. 
Coaching: C. Credit is due for turning 
around a 2-5 start, but the team still 
missed the playoffs. —Kevin Seifert 


ATLANTA FALCONS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: At safety, only Ronnie Heard is worth bringing back, and 
he should be a backup; the spot needs a complete makeover. CB Jason Webster's 
days are numbered, too. RE Brady Smith is too brittle even for a backup role. 
Jonathan Babineaux took Smith's place, but he lost the job to Chauncey Davis. Both 
need to add bulk and improve their technique. The team will not re-sign LT Kevin 
Shaffer, and Frank Omiyale could take his job. Omiyale has a nasty streak that should 
serve the team well. The team must use a high pick and spend free-agent money on a 
tackle. FINAL GRADES: Offense: C-. Predictable game plans allowed opponents to 
stuff the box and seal off cutback lanes. Defense: D. It was woeful against the run in 
the final two months. Special teams: C. Youth and inexperience hurt the blocking. 
Coaching: D. Finishing 2-6 was bad; the grade drops a letter because DBs Keion 
Carpenter and Bryan Scott weren't benched at midseason. —George Henry 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
CAROLINA PANTHERS 0668 © 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The team faces the arduous task of winning three games— 
likely all on the road—to reach the Super Bowl. On offense, RB DeShaun Foster has 
breakaway speed but needs solid blocking to get into the open field. Opponents likely 
will double-team WR Steve Smith and force the rest of the offense to beat them. On 
defense, the pass rush can pressure anyone, the secondary is playing well and the 
tun defense is solid. The team could win a game or two, but consistency has been 
an issue all year and there's no reason to believe that will change. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: C. Smith needs some help after carrying the offense all year. Defense: B+. 
This unit held the team together. Special Teams: C+. K John Kasay struggled at 
times, and the kick return unit was ordinary. Coaching: B. Even without a 
consistent running game, John Fox found a way to win. —Pat Yasinskas 


NEW ORLEANS SAINTS 


OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The team is expected to make a dramatic overhaul, 
beginning with QB Aaron Brooks. Chances are the team will trade or release him 
and choose USC's Matt Leinart with the second pick in the draft. The team also 
will part ways with RE Darren Howard, but he already has been replaced by Will 
Smith. The only major free agent they need to re-sign is C LeCharles Bentley. With 
limited funds and concerns about life in New Orleans, the Saints likely will need to 
make due with the draft and midrange free agents. FINAL GRADES: Offense: F 
Star players were hurt, the line was inconsistent, and Brooks had the worst year of 
his career. Defense: B-. It probably was the best defensive effort since 2000, but 
the unit couldn't put games away. Special teams: D-. Losing KR Michael Lewis 
combined with too many penalties equaled subpar results, Coaching: D+. The 
coaches held the team together, but the players didn’t produce. —Mike Triplett 


PLAYOFF READINESS 
TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS @ @ 0 @ © 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: The biggest concern on offense is the ability to protect 

QB Chris Simms. The offensive line is young and struggles against the blitz, 
particularly when defenses use unusual 
alignments. Simms makes good decisions 
under pressure, but the line doesn't always 
give him enough time. CB Juran Bolden’s 
pass coverage is the defense's biggest 
concern. Bolden moves to the right side in 
nickel and dime formations, and teams 
can pick on him in three- and four-receiver 
sets. FINAL GRADES: Offense: B, The line 
has been inconsistent, but everything else 
is humming. Defense: A. The addition of 
DT Chris Hovan has improved the run 
defense and the overall defensive play. 
Special teams: C. P Josh Bidwell and 

K Matt Bryant are consistent, but the 
coverage and return units are only 
adequate. Coaching: A. Jon Gruden has 
altered his scheme and is getting the most 
out of his young offense. —Roy Cummings 
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ARIZONA CARDINALS 
OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The 
running game has to be fixed; it had 
the worst average in the NFL (less 
than 70 yards a game). Center and 
right guard are weak spots. Rookie 
RB JJ. Arrington was supposed to 
give the team a big-play threat, but 
he seemed to lose confidence when 
the team struggled. The club needs 
to re-sign free-agent QB Kurt 
Warner. He played well, and there is 
little behind him. Backup Josh 
McCown, also a free agent, is not 
expected to return. Defensively, the 
club needs a run-stuffing tackle. 
Getting MLB Gerald Hayes and 

NT Russell Davis healthy would 
help. FINAL GRADES: Offense: D. 
The passing yards piled up, but 
points did not. The running game 
was frustrating. Defense: C. It 
played much better in the second 
half of the season but allowed too 
many scoring drives early in the 
year. Special teams: C. K Nell 
Rackers and P Scott Player pulled 
the grade up this high. Coaching: D. 
Dennis Green's personnel 
decisions weakened the offensive 
line's depth. —Kent Somers 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS 
OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The 
team needs help on defense—with 
new coaches and new players. 

DT Ryan Pickett and SS Adam 
Archuleta are free agents: Archuleta 
never clicked in coordinator Larry 
Marmie’s system, and Pickett likely 
will be signed only at the right price. 
Regardless of which free agents 
leave, the team needs a free safety 
who can tackle, another defensive 
end and linebacker help. The 
offense needs more from the tight 
end and a solid backup to 

RB Steven Jackson, even if 
Marshall Faulk returns. QB Jamie 
Martin, a free agent, might retire, so 
the team must decide whether Ryan 
Fitzpatrick and Jeff Smoker are 
effective backups. FINAL GRADES: 
Offense: B-. The Rams moved the 
ball until the final quarter of the 
season. Defense: F The line couldn't 
stop the run, the secondary couldn't 
tackle, and there weren't enough 
takeaways. Special teams: D+. The 
coverage and return units again 
were poor. Coaching: C-. Interim 
coach Joe Vitt was in a no-win 
situation. Jim Thomas 
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OFFSEASON GAME PLAN: The 49ers need playmakers on both sides of the ball. Despite his 
slow development, the team remains committed to QB Alex Smith, but every other position will 
be considered in the draft. The top priority is acquiring a No. 1 receiver. Arnaz Battle, who signed 
a contract extension last week, and Brandon Lloyd were not consistently productive, which, 
coupled with Smith's struggles, led opponents to constantly stack the box. That made it difficult 
for the running game to make headway. On defense, there will be plenty of change. Three starting 
linebackers can become free agents, and the 49ers will try to shore up a leaky secondary. 
FINAL GRADES: Offense: D. Smith's development was slow, and the unit lacked consistency. 
Defense: D-. The secondary gave up too many big plays; frequent third-down failures kept the unit 
on the field. Special teams: C+. K Joe Nedney was consistent, but the return game struggled. 
Coaching: C+. The 49ers played hard, but signs of progress were rare. Dennis Georgatos 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS 


PLAYOFF PROGNOSIS: A secondary that has played 
without four injured starters is expected to be at almost full 
strength. MLB Lofa Tatupu and WLB Leroy Hill have played 
so much and so well that they can't be considered rookies 
anymore. The biggest concern with this unit remains its 
inconsistency, which manifests itself in too many big plays 


by wide-open receivers. The offense has become ridiculously 
balanced—and proficient. Add a week off to refocus and the 
club couldn't be more ready. FINAL GRADES: Offense: A. It 
led the NFC in yards and points. What else is there? 
Defense: B-. It has been stout where it counts most—in the 
red zone. Special teams: C. KR Josh Scobey has developed 
into a threat, but there's room for improvement from 
everyone else. Coaching: A-. Mike Holmgren has pushed 
the right buttons all season. —Clare Farnsworth 


200-yard rushing games by Tiki Barber this season, including a 203-yard performance in the 
Giants’ 30-21 win against the Raiders. Something will have to give next week. The Panthers 
have one of the league's stingiest run defenses and allowed 26 rushing yards against the 
Falcons last week. 
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The nation’s best 
offensive tackle, 
Virginia’s 


, will be one 
of the top picks in the 
draft. He has the size 
(6-5, 298), speed and 
technique to start immediately and 
someday become a franchise 
player. ... Penn State DE 

has created havoc in opposing 
teams’ backfields all season. He 
takes good angles to ballcarriers 
and is quick and powerful. He 
should go off the board late in 


Hali knows how to get 
in opponents’ faces 
and disrupt plays. 


By War Roo 
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Round 1. ... Akron 
has good size 

(6-2, 192) and sure 

hands. If he 

improves his 4.55 
time in the 40, he 
could boost his current fourth-round 
draft status. ... Memphis 
RB has a nice 
combination of power and speed, 
and he also is a receiving threat. 
The best senior running back in the 
draft, he should be a top 20 pick. ... 
Although UCLA's tends 
to force plays, he has good size 
(6-3, 225) for an NFL 
quarterback and a strong 
arm. He projects as a Day 2 
pick but could be on the 
rise. ... Arizona State’s 

played middle 

linebacker in college but is 
best suited to play outside 
linebacker in an NFL team’s 
3-4 scheme, where he could 
take advantage of his speed, 
pass-rushing skills and 
tackling ability. Expect him 
to be a solid Day 2 
selection. 


m scouts 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


Get the latest draft analysis and rankings by subscribing to 


Pro Football War Room at warroom.sportingnews.com. 
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THE EQUIVALENT TO PULLING A 
“SHARPIE” OUT OF YOUR SOCK. 


CHARGER SRT8 > Visit DODGE.COM™ or call 800-4ADODGE, 
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he holiday season is over, and there will be no (playoff) returns is 
Denver, Houston, Sacramento and Seattle. 
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The Old West is no more 


ou usually think of the 

Western Conference 

playoffs as members-only. 

But that half of the 

postseason bracket now 
has an open-door policy. 

No fewer than four playoff 
teams from last season are on 
their way to being shown the 
door. Meanwhile, the rejuvenated 
Lakers and Timberwolves and 
lottery staples such as the 
Warriors and Clippers are the 
new comers out West. 

The possible goners? The 
Nuggets, Kings, Sonics and 
Rockets. Those teams have 
plummeted in the standings, and 
injuries and/or poor chemistry 
are giving their seasons a 
snakebitten look. 

Nuggets. They rode a 25-4 run 
after the All-Star break to a 49-33 
record last season. This season, 


Detroit's Chauncey Billups can't 
be the league's MVP. It wouldn't 
be fair to his teammates. 

Until proven otherwise, the 
Blazers’ Steve Blake and Juan 
Dixon form a better backcourt 
than Sebastian Telfair and 
Martell Webster. 

The pressure is on Memphis’ 
Bobby Jackson now that 
Damon Stoudamire likely is 
done for the season. It's one 
thing when you're injury-prone 
and you're a backup. It's 
different when you're 
injury-prone and you're a 
starter—or at least expected to 
play a starters minutes. 
Underrated injury of the year: 
the Rockets’ Bob Sura’s back. 
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they have fallen victim to injuries 


and late-game collapses. Nene 
suffered a season-ending torn 
ACL on opening night, and Earl 


Boykins and Kenyon Martin have 


missed portions of the first two 
months. 

More recently, center Marcus 
Camby, the team’s heart and 
soul—not to mention its best 
defender, rebounder and shot 


blocker—fractured his finger. He 
is expected to be out at least 
another couple of weeks. 

All the lineup uncertainty has 
translated into Carmelo 
Anthony’s trying to figure out 
how much shooting is too much 
and the Nuggets’ turning eight 
fourth quarter leads into losses. 
The one thing working in 
Denver's favor is its 
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Should he pass? Should he shoot? Anthony’s uncertainty regarding his 
role—and a whole bunch of injuries—is weighing down the Nuggets. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


\MATT STEINMETZ 


below-average division. Forty- 
three wins might get it done. 

Kings. They also are banged 
up, but their problems started 
when they poked at coach Rick 
Adelman’s pride during their 
offseason flirtation with Phil 
Jackson. Then in came Shareef 
Abdur-Rahim and Bonzi Wells and 
out went hustle and flow. 

Once the envy of the league 
because of their unselfish style, 
exemplary spacing and pinpoint 
ball movement, the Kings have 
deteriorated into something 
nondescript. The team obviously 
believed it had to trade Chris 
Webber last February, but the 
Kings’ identity went with him. 

Also gone is the Arco Arena 
advantage—the Kings were under 
.500 at the start of the New Year. 

Sonics. If you want to see how 
off-court issues and a lack of 
cohesiveness can diminish a 
team, look no further than the 
Sonics. Last season, with 
everyone buying into coach Nate 
McMillan’s philosophy, the Sonics 
won an almost incomprehensible 
52 games and the Northwest 
Division. 

But then McMillan went to 
Portland and the Sonics went 
south, too. Bob Weiss inherited a 
hodgepodge of agendas. Seattle 
re-signed seven of its nine free 
agents last summer, but only Ray 
Allen got a long-term contract. 
Three key role players—Reggie 
Evans, Vladimir Radmanovic and 
Flip Murray—signed one-year 
deals, and too many of those can 
lead to me-first play. The Sonics 
are below .500, and they’re the 
worst defensive team in the 
league. 

Rockets. They really aren't 
even the Rockets anymore. The 
whole thing is predicated on 
having both Tracy McGrady and 
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The invitation to 
the postseason 
party is (almost) 
in the mail ... 


Clippers. They entered the 
New Year as losers of seven of 
nine games, including blowout 
defeats at home against 
Sacramento and Boston. Corey 
Maggette’s injury was a big 
reason why. On paper, the Clips 


When the Nets traded for Vince Carter 
last season, this was supposed to be a 
thrill-a-minute roller-coaster ride. Until 
recently, the roller coaster has been more like 
a tilt-a-whirl, and that includes the nausea. V4 


Sean Deveney isn't a fan of the maddeningly erratic Nets. What in the NBA 
has made you want to hurl this season? Tell us at sportingnews.com. 
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still have the talent to get there. 

Lakers. Nobody said 
assimilating teammates was 
going to be a two-month project. 
Kobe Bryant is a work in 


progress when it comes to 
managing the delicate balance 
between doing for himself and 
doing for others. But he 
continues to get better at it. 

Timberwolves. Outside of 
Kevin Garnett, this roster is 
barely marginal. But the reason 
Garnett is among the league’s 
best is because he can carry 
weak supporting casts into the 
postseason. 

Warriors. They can be a little 
reckless on offense, often 
preferring 3-pointers over solid 
execution. Then again, six of their 
best players—Baron Davis, Jason 
Richardson, Mike Dunleavy, Troy 
Murphy, Derek Fisher and 
Mickael Pietrus—are capable of 
shooting from out there. 


Yao Ming in the lineup, and when 
they don’t, Houston doesn’t win. 
Even if you’re not a numbers 
person, this one is too harsh to 
ignore: Houston is 1-13 when 
either McGrady or Yao sits. And 
Yao is expected to be out through 
January. Do the math. By that 
time, the Rockets will be five 


games behind the Hornets. | TSN 
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After a 111-109 loss to Golden 
State last week, a game in 
which Mavericks PF Dirk 
Nowitzki had a late layup 
blocked by Warriors C Adonal 
Foyle, Dallas coach Avery 
Johnson lamented the lack of 
respect his star gets from 
Officials. Johnson maintained 
that Nowitzki, who goes to the 
line 7.4 times per game, gets 
fewer calls than players such 
as 76ers PG Allen Iverson, 
Cavaliers SF LeBron James 
and Rockets SF Tracy 
McGrady. Fact is, Nowitzki 
doesn’t drive to the basket as 
often as those three. Nearly 

20 percent of his shots are 
3-pointers, and a lot of the 
rest are midrange jumpers. > 
Whether it’s honest analysis 

or gamesmanship is anyone's 
guess, but Charlotte coach 
Bernie Bickerstaff took an 
unusual tack recently when assessing how referees have 
been officiating the Bobcats. Bickerstaff says his players 
need to “appreciate that the officials are giving us our 
due.” Before Charlotte’s loss to Phoenix last week, the 
Bobcats had averaged 10 more free throws per game 
than their opponents in the previous seven games. > 
At one point, more than a dozen teams were said to be 
in the hunt for Pacers SF Ron Artest. Apparently, 
Chicago never was one of those teams. Despite being in 
the midst of a losing streak that reached six heading 
into the New Year, Bulls vice president John Paxson had 
this to say about making any kind of trade: “There's 
nothing out there.” > After a recent five-game losing 
streak, Warriors coach Mike Montgomery changed his 
starting lineup, which had been set in stone since early 
November. Montgomery inserted rookie Ike Diogu into 
the lineup at center for Foyle. The Warriors subsequently 


No more bickering: Bickerstaff is playing 
nice with referees. 


won three in a row. > Adding to 
the uncertainty in Seattle, SG Ray 
} Allen and SF Rashard Lewis say 
they wouldn’t mind if their team 
traded for Nuggets PG Earl Watson. 
| Such a trade likely would include 
Sonics No. 3 G Flip Murray. Lewis 
suggested the Sonics could 
use Watson because he is a 
better defender and more of 
a point guard than Murray. > 
Should be interesting to see 
whether Grizzlies president 
Jerry West has any interest in 
reacquiring Watson now that 
PG Damon Stoudamire 
(knee) likely is out for the 
season. West didn’t re-sign 
Watson last summer when 
Watson was a free agent and 
instead remade his backcourt 
by acquiring Stoudamire, 
SG Eddie Jones and G Bobby 
Jackson. > Utah's recent 
climb into second place in 
the Northwest Division came without the help of 
PF Carlos Boozer, who hasn't played all season 
because of injuries. He’s nursing a sore hamstring, and 
the thought is he might return in the next couple of 
weeks. But don’t ask Boozer for a timetable. He won't 
say when he'll return because he doesn’t want to create 
false expectations. » Want to know who has 
improved—at least statistically—more than any player in 
the NBA? It's Hornets PF David West, who is averaging 
16.3 points, 10.1 more than last season. » Knicks 
SG Penny Hardaway is in the last year of his contract, 
but contrary to conventional wisdom, he’s not ready to 
Call it a career. Hardaway, 34, had played in just four 
games entering the week but says he has enough left 
in the tank to be as valuable as Nick Van Exel or 
Michael Finley, both of whom come off the bench for 
San Antonio. 
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COLLEGE BASKETBALL 


Ml E DeCOURCY 


decourcy @ sportingnews.com 


Those of you who 
believe Memphis’ 
Darius Washington 
is not a point guard, 


Supersized . create uneven scheduling. That should be a bigger deal : 
for the NCAA Selection Committee than a team’s last 10 games. 


raise your hand. 
Come on, don't be so 


should remember 
Jimmy Patsos of 


opponents. 


West Virginia senior 
Kevin Pittsnogle is 
scoring more than 
ever because he's no 
longer a 3-point 


midpost game, and 
playing inside helps 
him draw more 
fouls. Slightly more 
than a third of his 
points have been 
scored on 3s—down 
from half asa 
sophomore. 
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is the great equalizer 


season as if it were interested in moving to 
the MEAC, 


trips North include visits to red-hot Colorado 
and increasingly dangerous Kansas. 


shy. BIG TEN 

eetaaes sient atin Highway to heaven: 
Anyone ingot ONTEFENCE Play NO IONE isisiertreicose 
midseason coach of get a double shot of - 
the year awards Purdue and two 


dances with Penn 


State. They play Ohio 


Loyola (Md.). Before State and Wisconsin 
in ane Loyola was ou don’t need to understand the RPI BIG 12 only once. It had been — 
i uo aan Ravale formula to recognize the difference Highway to heaven: lowa State. This a long time since Mike 
‘cone sloppily between Clemson’s 10-0 start and league no longer acknowledges divisions Davis caught a break, 
wrapped package. UConn’s 10-0 start. It all comes down but still schedules along North-South lines. but that drought is 
Loyola entered the to scheduling. As always, the North is the placetobe.The OV€R ie 
week 7-2, andaall of The Huskies enjoyed their share of T Cyclones’ advantage is playing at home Hellacious roa ar 
a be cpio comfortable evenings but only after slicing against Texas and Oklahoma State. Michigan State. Tom 
against Division | through Arkansas, Arizona and Gonzaga in Hellacious road: Oklahoma. The Sooners Izzo has a habit of 

the Maui Invitational. Clemson opened the get a couple games against Texas. And OU’s making things | tough 


on his teams. This | 
time, the Big Ten took 


Conference play used to even out such care of that for him. : 
things. But with leagues growing like black The Spartans s' start the: 
mold, there are scheduling disparities within conference season — 
the top conferences that could impact with four of six games 
championship races. on the road and get 

only one look at 
acc Purdue, Penn State’ 
Highway to heaven: Maryland. Yes, pease g 
the Terps are stuck playing Duke BIG EAST 
twice—hey, they insisted on it—but Highway to heaven: 
they also go twice against Virginia, West Virginia. Coming 


Georgia Tech and Miami, teams that 
began the week 19-14 combined. 
Hellacious road: Wake Forest. | 
warned the Deacs way back when not to 
vote for ACC expansion. Now their 
football team is 4-7, and their basketball 
team is weighed down by two games 
against Duke, Boston College and N.C. 
State. ‘ 


PAC-10 
Highway to heaven: California. As the one 


great favors. But the Bears will play five of 
their final seven games at home. 

Hellacious road: UCLA. This is why | 
continue to argue against the NCAA 
Tournament selection committee's using a 
team’s final 10 games as a factor in choosing 
and seeding teams: Five of the Bruins’ last 
seven games are on the road, including visits 
to the two Washington and Northern 
California schools. 


Joakim Noah and the Gators will be 
ready to scream come February. 


SEC 
Highway to heaven: Arkansas. There 
are teams in the SEC East that aren't 


Mississippi State, Ole Miss and Auburn, 
teams in the West that Arkansas gets to 
play twice. Plus, the Razorbacks must 
play at Kentucky, but they avoid 
Vanderbilt's dicey home digs. 

Hellacious road: Florida. The Gators’ 
final six games include road trips to 
Vandy, Arkansas, Alabama and Kentucky. 
That'll make Florida nostalgic for 
December. - 


off an Elite Eight 
appearance, the 
Mountaineers didn’t 
receive that gotta-see- 
them treatment from 
the TV networks. 
(Hmmm, wonder 
why.) So they'll play 
only once against 
Connecticut, Villanova 
and Louisville. 
Hellacious road: 
Louisville. You could 


ie asa big-money league that still plays a double headed to the NCAAs, but atleastthey’re _ ay it’s about time. 
See round-robin schedule, no one is getting any putting up a fight. Can’t say the same for The Cardinals’ 


December was a 
bunkerless 130-yard 
par-3. Now they get 
two games each 
against Connecticut, 
Villanova and rival 
Cincinnati, and they 
miss a potentially 
cozy matchup with 
Seton Hall. TSN 


wi espn full court of than 30 live Banles 


college basketball package. 


to order: call your pay-per-view provider or 
go to espn.com keyword: fullcourt 


During the agonizing wait for its season 
opener January 11 at Texas Tech, 

Baylor had the luxury of focusingon = 
individual development that few : 
programs ever get. Bears players 
spent plenty of time in the weight 
room and doing skill drills. “Normally 
coaches don’t have the chance to work 
on that during the season,’ coach Scott 
Drew says. The NCAA eliminated 
Baylor's nonconference schedule as 
punishment for rules violations under previous 

coach Dave Bliss. The player who probably benefited most 
was 7-0 redshirt freshman C Mamadou Diene, who has 
grown from 197 pounds to 240. 
The Bears had some days when 
they scrimmaged and tried to 
simulate game-day conditions, 
but Drew knows “the extra 
adrenaline” of a game can't be 
faked. > Oklahoma wants 

SG Michael Neal to take better 
shots but can’t come down too 
hard on his shot selection 
because he's needed as a 
perimeter threat. Through 10 
games, no one else reached 
double figures in 3-pointers 
made. Neal's 1-of-5 effort from 
3-point range in a win against 
Oral Roberts included several 
forced shots. He has a good 
enough stroke to be an elite 
shooter if his attempts come within the offensive flow. Neal 
has struggled with an Achilles’ problem that limits his 
practice time, which might be why he hasn't found a 
rhythm. But he has become more team-oriented, and he 
pleased his coaches by consistently feeding the post in the 
ORU game. > It has been suggested that Gonzaga tends 
to struggle when star F Adam Morrison scores the most, 
which is like adding 2+2 and coming up with 27.8. That 
theory ignores that Morrison scored 43 in the Zags’ biggest 
win, in three overtimes against Michigan State, and that he 
scored only 18 in a loss to Connecticut. Indeed, Morrison 
put up 43 in a loss at Washington and 34 in a loss at 


h Does Mike D. need a dose of reality? Check out his blog and let him know at sportingnews.com, 


A 4x4 ride through the world 
of college hoops 
1. Steve Novak, Marquette 1. Zags at home —Illini wins in last 53 


2. Kevin Pittsnogle, WVU 
3. Nick Fazekas, Nevada 
4. James Augustine, Illinois 


2. UCLA at MSG 
3. Bearcats in Cincy 
4. Tide in Tuscaloosa 
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Memphis, but Gonzaga needed that 

i production to be competitive. > 
Georgia coach Dennis Felton might 

have been more pleased with his 


team’s 43-37 rebound advantage 
» over Clemson than with the 
) Bulldogs’ victory. UGa’s top five 
4 ; players in minutes played are all 


6-4 or shorter, so they have to rely 
on a team approach to attacking the 
boards. But the coaching staff has a lot of hope for 
developing 7-0 C Rashaad Singleton, an athletic big man 
who needs to become more comfortable on the floor. The 
competition will become more intense in the SEC, but 
Singleton still could see his 
minutes increase from 13.4, his 
average entering the week. > 
Few teams enter conference play 
with more quality nonconference 
wins than DePaul. The Blue 
Demons built their resume by 
defeating California, Wake Forest, 
Dayton, UAB and Creighton. 
However, they got most of those 


wins with significant 
contributions from C Wesley 
Green, their only post scoring 


threat, and it's uncertain how 
long he'll be out with a foot 
injury. If it's an extended period, 
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to rework his offense, but he 
doesn’t want productive junior 
G Samr a to take on more responsibility. > If you 
thought it could not get any lower at Duquesne— 
presuming you thought about Duquesne at all—the 
Dukes finished fourth of four in their own holiday 
tournament. That was in a field that included Troy, 
Niagara and Appalachian State, teams that entered 

the week with a 14-19 combined record. New athletic 
director Greg 0 almost certainly will be searching for 
a replacement for coach Danny Nee during the next two 
months. Amodio might be pleasantly surprised to learn 
there are coaching prospects out there who'll take 

his calls. 


—G-Mac’s FG% (ouch!) 
—BC wins vs. BCS teams 
—Gators in double figures 


coach Jerry Wainwright will have 


Hassan Adams, 
SF, Arizona 


There was nothing wrong 
with Arizona that Adams 
couldn't cure. He reintroduced 
himself to the All-American 
debate last week with 
averages of 28.5 points, 6.5 
rebounds, 2.5 assists and 
52.2 percent shooting in the 
Wildcats’ road victories 
against Washington State and 
Washington. He was 5-of-7 
from 3-point range in the 
two-overtime win against the 
Huskies and scored 23 points 
after halftime to rescue 
Arizona from a double-digit 
deficit. He also delivered one 
of the season's highlight plays 
with a hanging reverse layup 
reminiscent of Julius Erving’s 
best work. 


1, League play is here; Quinnipiac, see ya next year. 
2. Lute barks, then Cats bite Dogs. 

3. Kansas says it always has been a football school. 
4. Analyst swears Morrison is descendant of Bird. 
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There's a new sheriff in town, and he has 
a helluva mess to clean up. 


Hawkins can take CU 
back to the mountaintop 


he first order of 

business for Dan 

Hawkins when 

meeting his new 

players at Colorado 
was a Sales pitch. To a 
kicker. 

No disrespect to Mason 
Crosby—an All-American 
kicker—but there are much 
bigger issues on the 
Flatirons than pleading with 
a kicker to shun the NFL for 
one more season. 

Here’s a coach 
whose free-wheeling, 
Zen-embracing style had 
his Boise State teams among the 
nation’s leaders in points, yards per 
game and fun the past four seasons. 
Suddenly, field goals are a priority. 

“There are a lot of good things about 
this deal,” Hawkins says. 

CU’s personnel situation isn’t one of 
them. The other day | heard a 
bobblehead analyst say Hawkins was 
inheriting a team “loaded” with talent. 
No team in the sad Big 12 North division 
is more devoid of talent at the skill 
positions than CU. 

Then there’s the stench from the 
recruiting/sex/run-everyone-out-of-town 
scandal. Basically, any blue-chip recruit 
worth his weight in Rivals.com stars has 
wanted nothing to do with the place. 

All that gloom and doom aside, know 
this: Hawkins will win at Colorado and 
win big. Not Charlie Weis early, but 
sooner rather than later. 

Unlike the NFL, college is a coaches 
game. The right coach in the right 
situation is the difference between 
conference championships and 70-3 
losses. Say what you want about the 
WAC, but Hawkins built the nation’s 
most feared non-BCS team and won four 
straight conference championships. It 


Hawkins’ roster isn’t loaded with talent, but his 
team’s future is loaded with possibilities. 


“ 


doesn’t matter where you coach, four 
straight league titles place you among 
the elite. Forget about Hawkins’ 2-7 
record against BCS teams; more times 
than not, the talent discrepancy was the 
difference. 

Now, instead of recruiting castoffs 
and lower-tier players, Hawkins has a 
larger talent pool to choose from. And 
he’ll have fewer restrictions than former 
coach Gary Barnett had. CU will go back 
to 48-hour visits for recruiting 
weekends, up from the 36-hour rule 
Barnett imposed on himself. 

Hawkins will have the recruiting 
boost almost every new coach gets 
when taking over a struggling/tarnished 
program and will get into the homes of 
recruits the previous staff couldn’t. 
Barnett enjoyed that lift in 1999 when 
replacing Rick Neuheisel, and his first 
two recruiting classes were the 
foundation of the 2001 Big 12 
championship team. 

Barnett couldn’t sustain his success 
and couldn’t please rabid CU fans who 
still think every year should be 1990. 
Hawkins will succeed—and sustain that 
success. 


With or without the kicker. TSN 
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.. Look for some coaches to take a 

) stand at this month's American 

) Football Coaches Association 
A meeting and push for a tweak of 

2 / many conferences’ instant replay 

“queue systems. A few coaches—including 
Michigan’s Lloyd Carr—have been vocal about the need 
for a challenge system. The Mountain West is the only league 
that allows coaches to challenge calls. Another possible 
addition: one more official on the field who can facilitate 
communication with the replay official. > The Las Vegas Bowl 
continues to make strides among the non-BCS games, 
including setting up a four-year contract beginning next 
season with the Mountain West champion (assuming it 
doesn’t qualify for the BCS) and the No. 4 or No. 5 Pac-10 
selection. There is one lingering problem: the date of the 
game. The pre-Christmas date leaves the bowl among the 
muck of low-tier, low-ratings games. MWC officials say hotel 
rooms in Vegas are cheaper before Christmas and therefore 
more fan-friendly. That sounds good, but the game won't grow 
in stature until itis played later, > Alabama, which lost out to 
Florida for Elite 11 QB Tim Tebow, has become a factor in the 
race for Elite 11 QB Mitch Mustain, who backed out of his 
commitment to Arkansas. Mustain’s best chance to play early 
among his contenders—Arkansas, Tennessee, Notre Dame 
and Bama—may be with the Tide. QB John Parker Wilson is 
the projected starter, and there is little other competition. 
Miami transfer Mare Guillon hasn't panned out, and 
freshman Jimmy Barnes struggled in his first year on campus. 
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é, While other schools are 
struggling to land a marquee 
running back, Pete Carroll and his 

gang are having trouble deciding 
which two or three they'll take. c] 


Mike Farrell says blue-chippers are banging down the 
doors to USC. Do other schools have a chance against Troy? Weigh in at 


sportingnews.com. 
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( Give mea man ina firesuit—a full-length body suit. 


No nudes is good nudes 


he best thing about 
covering NASCAR is I never 
have to see grown men 
naked. I bet that when 
writers who cover other 
sports hit the offseason, what 
they miss least are the regular 
talks with men in various states of 
undress. Poor Ken Rosenthal 
probably spent more time looking 
down at his shoes in clubhouses 
last season than Dale Earnhardt 
Jr. spent looking up at the top 10. 
But that’s not my point. My 
point is it has been almost two 
months since the last race, and it 
will be another month before the 
next one. I need something to do 
on Sundays; | can only pretend to 
spackle the bedroom wall for so 
long before my wife figures out 
I’m actually napping. The 2006 
season can't start soon enough. 
What I'm looking forward to 
most: 
Road-trip breakfasts. Races 
often are held in the boonies, and 


©& BLOG ALERT 


there is no better meal than one 
at a greasy spoon with a sign 
outside that says, “Eat.” 

Why don’t other industries 
follow that trend of honesty in 
advertising? My insurance agent 
would have a sign that says, 
“Scam.” But that’s not my point. 
My point is I could eat an omelette, 
corned beef hash and toast every 
day for the rest of my life. 

The five minutes before a race 
starts—and the 10 minutes after it 
does. The smell, the power, the 
noise, the creeping deafness. 

Tony Stewart’s brash. The man 
is entertaining. 

Jeff Gordon’s class. Some little 
old lady, seeking an autograph, 
got in Gordon's way as he walked 
to his car before the hypertense 
fall race at Richmond. The timing 
couldn’t have been worse, but 
Gordon politely said, “Just walk 
with me, ma’am.” She got her 
autograph. 

The night race at Bristol. | 

recommend having your 
fantasy football draft while 


you watch, G See into the future by is a week away. 
Wally’s World. using our officially The Chase 
Hilarious, every licensed NASCAR 2006 preview, cutoff race at 
time. which can be ordered at Richmond. There 
The Daytona rtingn S. is no better state 
500. Better than than Virginia and 


the Super Bowl because it is the 
beginning, not the end. The Super 
Bow] leaves you (theoretically) 
excited about football, yet you 
have to wait seven months for the 
next game. The 500 leaves you 
(theoretically) excited about 
NASCAR, and the next race 


r | Cal Wells’ move replacing Bobby Hamilton Jr. with 
Travis Kvapil should stop the No. 32 from spinning out. 


no more perfect time to visit it 
than mid-September. 

NASCAR making up the rules 
as it goes and Brian France’s 
unrelenting hunt of Jack Roush. 
What major change will be made 
at midseason this year, and will 
Roush get so mad his hat levitates 
off his head? Probably, but that’s 
not my point. My point is Jack can 
holler all he wants, as long as he 
keeps his clothes on. TSN 


Lee Spencer knows what she’s talking about. Do you? Find out at sportingnews.com. 


Goodyear will get a head start onits track tire development when it tests 
January 10-11 with Carl Edwards at Atlanta Motor Speedway and January 24- 
25 with Dale Earnhardt Jr. and Labonte at Texas Motor Speedway. 
Neither track has changed dramatically, but Goodyear engineers 

want to gather feedback on new compounds, tire designs and mold 
shapes. > Scott Wimmer and Travis Kvapil weren't unemployed 
for long. Wimmer, 29, who was replaced by Dave Blaney at Bill 
Davis Racing, has signed on to drive Morgan-McClure’s No. 4 car. 
Although the No. 4 has not been to victory lane since 1998, 
qualifying for the first five races won't be an issue because Larry 
-McClure's 36th-place team moved. up one spot in the standings after the 
disbanding of the No. 77 car. Kvapil, 29, also. is taking on the challenges of a 
_single-car team, but the future of the No. 32 looks ks brighter with crew chief 


James Ince calling the shots. > Hendrick Motorsports’ Busch program will get 
a boost because Kyle Busch will return to the No. 5 Chevrolet full time this 
season. Putting Busch in the car accomplishes two goals: giving Busch, who 
will begin his second full Cup season, more seat time and rebuilding 
the Busch Series team to championship form. HMS used the car 
") for development drivers last season, and the program never 
» achieved the consistency management sought. > Erin Crocker 
gained valuable experience during the Daytona ARCA tests last 
month in preparing to make her debut at the track during 
3 f Speedweeks i in February. Crocker and fellow Evernham Motorsports 
development driver A.J. Foyt IV also aero-tested last month at the 
Proving Grounds in Arizona in an effort to give engineers a chance to learn 
more about the Intrepid. 


NO Lee Spencer 
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smcneal 


The World Baseball Classic looks good and sounds 
good. No problem, right? Not quite. 


A classic case of bad timing 


o hear Bud Selig, the World 

Baseball Classic will be the 

greatest thing since the 

bowl haircut. To others— 

me, for one—it looks more 
like a toupee. At first glance, 
pretty good. 
Upon closer 
inspection? 
Hmmm, maybe 
not. 

This is not 
intended to 
bash the WBC 
party. Who 
doesn’t want 
to watcha 
lineup 
featuring 
Albert Pujols, 
Vlad Guerrero, 
Manny Ramirez, David Ortiz and 
Miguel Tejada face Johan Santana 
or Roger Clemens with national 
pride on the line? A competition 
between the best baseball players 
on the planet to determine a true 
world champion is a wonderful 
idea. 

Only one problem: When do 
you play the thing? No one has 
figured out a three-week stretch 
that really works. Team USA 
manager Buck Martinez says the 
best time would be around the 
All-Star break, but shutting down 
as the NHL does during the 
Winter Olympics would cost MLB 
a lot of revenue. Another option 
would be after the World Series, 
but the player burnout factor 
would be too high. December has 
the holidays. January and 
February come too long after one 
season, not near enough to the 
next. 

That leaves March, a month 
when players are accustomed to 
working half-days, not battling for 
global supremacy. It will be 
difficult to stage a championship 


58 . SPORTING NEWS . 1/13/06 


(2 2 


Ortiz, Pujols and Bo! 


tournament when players are 
more focused on working off the 
winter rust than beating the 
Netherlands. 

Even Selig knows this won't be 
a true world championship. He 


bills the Classic as “the most 
important international baseball 
event ever staged,” but note he 
doesn’t call it a competition. How 
could it be when there will be 
rules to 
protect 
players 
from being 
overused? 
Heck, for 
all we 
know, 
Barry 
Bonds will 


Bernie Williams together 
count as one major league 5 


bby Abreu are among the many All-Stars who have 


committed to playing in the World Baseball Classic. 


take his three at-bats and head 
for the showers as though it’s 
Giants-Mariners in the middle of 
March. So no matter what the 
winning team claims, the Classic 
will not determine the greatest 
team in the 
world. 

Still, it should 
spice up spring 
training. The 16 
competing 
nations will use 
off-days to play 
spring training 
‘exhibitions 
against MLB 
teams. And 
even if Santana 
isn’t in 
midseason 
form, it will be fun watching him 
battle a loaded Dominican lineup. 

Of course, most important for 
MLB and the Players 
Association—who are on the 
same side for once—the WBC will 
generate new revenue in TV 
rights and merchandise sales. 
Even if the games are glorified 
exhibitions, tickets are on sale at 
postseason prices. 

In other words, it will be like 
getting a haircut at Supercuts for 
what you would pay at a fancy 
salon. TSN 
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& BLOG ALERT 


This just in: Johnny Damon 
still can’t throw. He and 


center field arm. 


Tom Gatto on the Yankees’ latest big move. Of course, he’s a 
Mets fan. Let your opinion be heard at sportingnews.com. 


One benefit of keeping the White 
Sox's rotation intact is that 

RHP Brandon McCarthy would get 
more time to develop. G.M. Ken 
Williams wants McCarthy, 22, to 
get more experience—it might come 
as a reliever for the Sox—before 
becoming a full-time major league 
starter. Williams also would like to 
see McCarthy (6-7, 190) gain 
weight and strengthen his core 
muscles. > At this point, only 

RHP Roger Clemens could move 
RHP Kevin Millwood out of the 
No. 1 spot in the Rangers’ rotation— 
and the club has made no secret of 
its interest in the Rocket, who still is 
deciding whether to keep pitching. 
“We've been clear and consistent 
that if he decides he does want to 
play, we'd love for him to be in 
Arlington,’ G.M. Jon Daniels told 
reporters last week. > Expect 
immediate success for Brewers 

1B Prince Fielder. His manager at 
Class AA and Class AAA, Frank 
Kremblas, says Fielder's patient 
approach at the plate and his 
ability to hit with two strikes will 
serve him well against polished 
big-league pitchers. > Chad Tracy 
is back at third base for the 
Diamondbacks, replacing Troy 
Glaus, who was traded. Tracy had 
trouble throwing across the 
diamond when he played third in 
2004, but Arizona's coaches 
believe the problem can be solved 
with better footwork. > RHP Chris 
Booker, a Rule 5 pick, has a 
legitimate shot at making the 
Phillies’ bullpen. Booker added a 
split-finger fastball in the minors 
last season, making him more of a 
strikeout pitcher. The Phillies view 
him as a sixth- or seventh-inning 
reliever. —Staff and wire reports 


SOURCE 


BY VINNIE IYER 


Some New Year’s resolutions for the fantasy football owner: 

Don’t draft a QB early. Making an uncharacteristic move for 
me, I took Daunte Culpepper with my second-round pick in one 
league. Considering | ended the season with Jamie Martin and 


Kyle Boller as my top two QBs, it’s a mistake | won’t make again. 

Don’t draft WRs who play with shaky QBs. Joey Harrington and Jeff Garcia, 
thanks for wasting the first-round talent the Lions have at wideout. Brandon 
Lloyd, you've got a lot of skill, but your rookie quarterback couldn’t connect 
with you in the end zone. Muhsin Muhammad and Derrick Mason, it was 
about time Kyle Orton and Anthony Wright got the boot. 

Don’t overrate tight ends. Other than Antonio Gates, they're far too 
inconsistent, even guys such as Tony Gonzalez, Jeremy Shockey, Alge 


Iffy quarterback play has kept Lloyd from 
turning his talent into TDs. 


GRIDIRON GURUS 


Chris Bahr 


Biggest Fluke 


a 
Randy Moss, 
WR, Raiders 


Joe Jurevicius, 
WR, Seahawks 


Will break out in ‘06 


RB, 49ers 


B 
= 
Oo 
freq 
n 
w 
(=) 
= 
oS 
Co 
= 
= 
So 
4 


Crumpler and Jason 
Witten. Landing a good 
third running back or a 
team’s undisputed No. 1 
wide receiver is much 
smarter. 

Don’t follow runs on 
kickers or defenses. 
Just draft something— 
one of each in the final 
two rounds—and then 
keep an eye on the 
waiver wire for better 
alternatives early in the 
season. 

Don’t pay attention 
to what others think. It 
doesn’t matter where 
someone else has a 
player ranked or 
whether your pick goes 
against conventional 
thinking. Even if Jamal 
Lewis is perceived as a 
sure-fire first-rounder, 
the point is to look 
smart at the end of the 
season, not on draft day. 


Vinnie lyer 


Kevin Jones, 
RB, Lions 


Eli Manning, 
QB, Giants 


kins ooh 
Tatum Bell, 
RB, Broncos 


Insights from the editors of Fantasy 
fantasy authority: fantasygame 


George Winkler 


Jamal Lewis, 
RB, Ravens 


Willie Parker, 
RB, Steelers 


Ronnie Brown, 
RB, Dolphins 


Source Football, your online 


am lfanthal 
ws.com/football. 


TOPE 


2006 draft board 


Shaun Alexander, RB. The TD record 
is hard to overlook. 


Larry Johnson, RB. Alexander's mark 
might not last long if Johnson gets 16 
starts. 


LaDainian Tomlinson, RB. Durability 
issues knock him from his usual 
perch at the top. 


Edgerrin James, RB. He also was 

ranked fourth last year, and that 
worked out well. 

Tiki Barber, RB. His age (31 in April) 

is an issue, but you've heard that one 
before. 

Peyton Manning, QB. He's the gold 

standard at his position. 


LaMont Jordan, RB. There's a 

drop-off after the top five backs, but 
he’s the best of the rest. 

Domanick Davis, RB. Wherever he 

plays, Davis will produce. 

Rudi Johnson, RB. He chews up 

plenty of rushing yards. 


1 Carson Palmer, QB. He was 
2005's top fantasy QB. 


1 Chad Johnson, WR. Run on 
Bengals! Johnson's upside makes 
him the top WR. 


j Cadillac Williams, RB. A full 
season at full health and he will 
be scary. 


1 Steve Smith, WR. A repeat of 
‘05 would be nice. 
y | Willis McGahee, RB. He could 
be a touchdown machine—or an 
average producer. 
j Reggie Bush, RB. It's too bad he 
likely will be playing for a loser. 


y | Clinton Portis, RB. Bush over 
Clinton? We must not be talking 
1992. 


y | errell Owens, WR. Just play by 
the rules, pal. 


18°" Westbrook, RB. He'll be 
the offensive focus. 


j Marvin Harrison, WR. Will he 
ever show his age? 


y J Steven Jackson, RB. Let’s hope 
the Rams’ new coach has heard 


of running the ball. —Rob Hurtt 
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Zoloft did it. Or Prozac did it. Me? 
Not me, officer. The pills did it. 


dkindred @ sportingnews.com 
e 


Reardon's toughest save—his reputation 


o imagine a jewel thief is to imagine the 

perfect crime. It is meticulously planned 

and executed, perhaps done ina 

billionaire’s bedroom at midnight by an 

adventurer dressed in black. That, or 
George Clooney in a tux. 

But when Jeff Reardon, the old baseball 
pitcher, decided to rob a jewelry store, he 
had no such plan. 

He walked in about noon, just another 
shopper at a Florida mall the day after 
Christmas. His note to a clerk announced the 
robbery. Hand over money, it said, and no one 
would get shot. 

Reardon didn’t bother with a disguise. He 
wore the same thick beard, though now gray, 
that distinguished him during his time as one 
of baseball’s best closers. In 16 seasons, he 
recorded more saves than all but five pitchers 
ever. 

He made four All-Star teams and received 
significant Hall of Fame consideration. By one 
account, when he retired in 1994, his major 
league earnings amounted to $11 million. 

Then, at age 50, he played cops and 
robbers. Cops collared the robber in the 
mall’s parking lot with $170 in a green 
shopping bag. 

The Palm Beach Post reported all this. It 
also said that Reardon wrote a second note. 
This one, for the police, was a confession. 

It started, “I completely lost my mind ... ” 

With that, who can argue? 

Reardon’s note offered an explanation. It 
said, “I flipped on my medications and didn’t 
realize what I was doing.” 

His attorney said Reardon had been on 
antidepressant medication since the 
drug-overdose death of his 20-year-old son in 
February 2004. He also was taking medicine 
after undergoing a heart angioplasty the week 
before. The attorney, Mitchell Beers, said, “He 
asked me to apologize to his fans and friends. 
This bizarre incident is completely 
uncharacteristic of Jeff Reardon.” 

As I read the stories about Reardon’s 


SCOTT MAGUIRE / AP 


robbery and wondered exactly which 
medicines have side effects including, say, 
“flatulence, drowsiness and urges to commit 
armed robbery,” | remembered another Jeff 
Reardon story. 

It was bizarre in its own way. 

On May 12, 1991, the Red Sox finally had 
persuaded Ted Williams to return to Fenway 
Park for a Ted Williams Day. The great man 
capitulated because '91 was the 50th 
anniversary of the season in which he hit .406. 
It also mattered that he was 72 years old and 
suffused with the warmth of an old man who 
wished he hadn’t been a cold young man. 

This cold: When the last swing of his 
career produced a home run at Fenway Park, 
he sprinted around the bases, head down, 
and straight into the dugout, ignoring the 
clamorous huzzahs, refusing again to tip his 
cap to worshipers. His behavior was born of 
a long feud with Boston sportswriters; some 
had urged him to be nicer to fans, thereby 
guaranteeing his disdain. On that last day, as 
fans implored with cheers that he end the 


Reardon didn’t 
want to give up 
his cap, but 
Williams tipped it 
anyway. 

The jewelry store 
didn’t want to give 
up its money, but 
Reardon took it 
anyway. 


pettiness, he remained in the 
dugout shadows. Of that 
moment, John Updike wrote, 
“Gods do not answer 
letters.” 

Not immediately, anyway. 

On May 12, 1991, Williams 
thought of those fans. He told 
reporters, “I had a love affair 
with them, but I never 
showed it.” So he not only 
agreed to appear at Ted 
Williams Day, he conjured a 
plan. “ ‘What am I gonna say?’ 
Then | thought it might be 
nice to tip my hat.” 

Only, he had no cap. 

So he asked to borrow a 
player’s. 

The player happened to be 
Jeff Reardon, near the end of 
his own career, working that 
summer in Boston. 

Reardon said no, it was his only cap. 

A reporter described Williams’ response as 
a snarl. “I'll give it back in a minute.” And 
Reardon gave it up. 

For most of the day’s emotional 
ceremonies, he kept Reardon's cap secreted 
in a pocket. When it came time to make a 
grand, theatrical gesture, Williams drew the 
cap out, swept it high, pulled it onto his head 
and then raised it to the crowd. 

John Henry Williams later added a 
postscript, probably embroidered, for even 
then, long before he froze his father’s corpse 
intending to sell the DNA later, the hitter’s 
son was a hawker of Teddy Ballgame 
memorabilia and could be trusted no more 
than you'd trust the average bumbling jewel 
thief. 

Yet it sounds about right that he would ask 
Reardon whether he could keep the cap for 
his father and that the closer would answer, 
“No, you can’t have it. But I'll sell it to you for 
$5,000.” TSN 
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book contains a complete history of 
_ NASCAR stats and records from 1948 
through 2005. 


© Driver-by-driver bios and career stats. 


® Complete team information—crew 
chief, owner and sponsors. 


® Detailed 2005 season results. 


® Historical listing of each race, past 
winners and key stats. 


® 2006 schedules and more. 


Regularly: $1 95 


| 


* Complete NASCAR History 
from 1948-2005 
LIBRARY 


COLLECTION |My Every Race, Every Winner 


DEPT. WYOGOMNS 
Also available at: sportingnews.com/books 


To order by mail: Send check or money order to: The Sporting News, Attn: Book Dept. WY060113, P.0. Box 11229, 


Des Moines, IA 50340. Or fax your order to: 515-699-3738, Dept. WY060113. Credit card only for phone and fax orders. A part of the i L |= 

Shipping & Handling: All U.S. and Canadian orders shipped via UPS. No P.O. boxes, please. Charges: For U.S. orders, NASCAR Library — 
$3.95 for the first book, $1.50 for each additional book. For Canadian orders, $6.95 for the first book, $1.50 for each Collection LIBRARY 
additional book. Foreign orders: Credit card orders only will be accepted. International rates available upon request. COLLECTION 


NASCAR and NASCAR Library Collection are registered trademarks of the National Association for Stock Car Auto Racing, Inc. 


“IS WAYNE GRETZKY 
THE ALL-TIME GREATEST OILER? 
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WHO 1S THE ALL-TIME GREATEST ROOKIE? 
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_ Vote Now at www.TheAllTimeGreatest.com 2:©:-©:% 
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